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Note on Usage

[ use the names “Asian” and “Indian” interchangeably throughout this book
to refer to East Africans of sub-continental Indian (South Asian) heritage. The
term “Indian” was widely used before the Partition of India in 1947, but later
given up by many in East Africa in favor of “Asian.” However, “Asian” is not
entirely accurate for it excludes Arabs, Chinese, Japanese and other Asians.
“Indian” too is not entirely appropriate if used to refer to migrants whose
ancestral homes are in the modern nation-states of Pakistan and Bangladesh.
I occasionally use the appellations “Asian African,” “Afrindian” and “Asian
East African,” which have gained traction in recent times, especially in North
America.



Introduction

The roots of this book reach back to the mid-1990s when, as a postgradu-
ate student, I first encountered the fiction of M. G. Vassanji. Growing up in
Kenya, I had read several texts that dealt with the presence of East Africans of
South Asian origin, but none of them was by a member of any of the South
Asian communities in the region. The figure of the “Indian” was common
enough, appearing in popular jokes, formal historical accounts about the
emergence of Kenya and Uganda as nation-states, in histories of pre-colonial
Indian Ocean trade routes, in stories about the Ugandan-Asian expulsions of
1972, in my uncles’ accounts of black labor in colonial-era towns and planta-
tions, in popular music, in novels by black East African authors, and in media
discussions of “the racial issue.” In the many contexts in which it appeared,
the generic figure of the “Indian” was usually, though not exclusively, an
object of popular hopes, fears and resentments engendered by the rapid
changes brought about by colonial “civilization.” It served as a lightning
rod for anxieties about a new type of social life, one that was increasingly
mediated by money and commodities.

These anxieties were well captured in Otieno Achach (Otieno the Deviant/
Wayward), the first novel in the Luo language, authored by Christian Konjra
Alloo (from Tanzania) and published in 1966. In this story, which I first read
as a schoolboy, the picaresque anti-hero, Otieno, wanders about the coun-
tryside next to Lake Victoria in north-western Tanganyika, the old colonial
name for part of what would later become independent Tanzania. Spoilt
by his peasant parents because he is an only child, and dogged by ill luck,
Otieno commits many crimes in his short life. In the melodramatic ending
to the novel, he is buried alive after becoming trapped, mysteriously, in a
grave that has been dug for one of his victims. In an early episode in the
novel, Otieno’s wanderlust leads him to the home of a kindly “Ja-Hindi”
(Luo for “Indian”) merchant in the small trading settlement at Kinesi on the
shores of Lake Victoria. Here, he finds employment as a domestic servant,
a washerman. Working as a laundry-man runs against a masculine code of
honor to which he vaguely subscribes, but is willing to compromise because
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2 Reading Migration and Culture

he is to be paid a monthly sum of twenty-five shillings. Due to his humil-
ity, he is promoted to work as a shop assistant, an easier role more in line
with his wishes. One day, he learns that the “Ja-Hindi” is temporarily clos-
ing shop and going away on a day’s visit. Otieno is excited because this is
his chance to take a break from the monotony of his work in the shop to go
fishing in the lake nearby. However, his desire for adventure is soon dashed
when “the woman owner of the house,” the wife of the “Ja-Hindi,” gives
him an unusually large pile of clothes to wash. He is disappointed at this
turn of events, but decides to humble himself once again. His discovery that
the pile includes an item soiled by an infant, however, takes him back to a
past of criminality he thought he had left behind. The son of the merchant,
younger than Otieno, noticing the look of disgust on the latter’s face, tells
him: “Boi, kaw lewnigo mondo ichak luoko piyo piyo” (“Boy, take those clothes
and start washing them fast!”)! In anger, Otieno slaps the boy, who rushes
into the house and comes out with a hammer, ready to strike back. Otieno
wrestles the hammer away from the boy and bludgeons him with it, leav-
ing him for dead. Otieno’s last act before he leaves the household is to take
as many valuable objects as he can: blankets, bed sheets, clothes, spoons
and knives. He returns to his home to resume his old role as a herdsboy, but
soon sets out on yet another quest for employment with an Indian merchant
when his loot is stolen.

Otieno’s story mirrors that in two other early East African novels, Ngugi
wa Thiong’o’s Weep Not, Child (1964) and Okot p’Bitek’s Lak Tar Miyo Kinyero
Wi Lobo (1953) the first novel in the Acholi language, whose title translates
roughly as “If your teeth are white, laugh!” In Weep Not, Child, the sad story
of Njoroge, a naive victim of British colonial terror during the Mau Mau
uprising, is compounded by his employment in an Indian shop, the last act
of humiliation before his attempted suicide. In the English translation of
Lak Tar, titled White Teeth (1989), the narrator-protagonist Okeca Ladwong,
whose praise name is Atuk, makes satirical comments about an Indian shop-
keeper, “the back of whose head had folds like the bottom of an elephant.”
The context of his bitterness is his pursuit of bridewealth, which takes him
to an Indian-owned sugar plantation in southern Uganda, where he takes
up employment. At the end of his contract he has not met his target, due
to wily shopkeepers who keep him in debt and an inhumane employer who
denies him his dues:

This Indian fellow must be joking! Me, to work as a common labourer
again for six months, using a hoe and wearing sisal sacks. .. Atuk to expe-
rience once again the roughness of sugarcane blades! Those razor-sharp
blades again! Mother at home was nursing a wild and false dream that
her son was saving money for marriage and yet here was an Indian
slashing off one hundred shillings just like that! And he was standing
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there arrogantly hands in pockets, telling me I was to work as a labourer
for six months!?

The protagonists of Otieno Achach, Weep Not, Child and Lak Tar all express, in
varying degrees, an inchoate consciousness of colonial class differentiation.
Their encounter with the workings of colonial power as it delineates race,
ethnicity and class in stark forms, provides a rude awakening, for they have
been born in cultures that less than a half-century before, operated on very
different logic. The engineering of class through race, and of race through
class, awakens them to the reality that the colonial world provides very little
room for social mobility on the part of Africans, and it comes at a near-
impossible price.

In introducing this book, I have returned to black literary evocations of the
East African colonial scene because they illuminate a point made by the West
Indian scholar Walter Rodney about the mutual mediation of black African
and Indian colonial subjects through colonial systems of knowledge:

When an African abuses an Indian he repeats all that the white men said
about Indian indentured “coolies”; and in turn the Indian has borrowed
from the whites the stereotype of the “lazy nigger” to apply to the African
beside him. It is as though no black man can see another black man
except by looking through a white person. It is time we started seeing
through our own eyes.?

I do not read Rodney simply to mean that black and Indian Africans repeated
British colonial stereotypes about one another. What I am alluding to is
the way in which the very ordering of colonial society made stereotyp-
ing almost inevitable. Placed and constrained in specific economic roles,
between which there was little room for mobility, blacks and Indians came
to occupy mutually hostile subject positions, the bridging of which required
leaps of the imagination. In a discussion of Uganda’s political economy,
Mahmood Mamdani has noted how the British colonial state encouraged
the entry of thousands of migrants into the territory from colonial India.
Legally proscribed from owning land in the early years of colonialism, the
migrants’ only viable option for survival was trading, to which they were
actively channeled. The Indo-Portuguese Goans were the exception in this
regard for they came to occupy the professions as clerks, teachers, doctors,
lawyers and priests. Mamdani accounts for the colonial policy of encourag-
ing Indian commerce in two ways. First, Indian merchants had excelled in
trade and financing in pre-colonial Zanzibar and its coastal, vassal city-states,
which were then under the rule of an Omani-Arab monarchy. Years before
the formal colonization, these merchants had established trading networks
in interior territories that were later to become part of Kenya, Uganda and
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Tanganyika. This prepared them for the role of compradors, middle-men
between colonial capital and Africans. The second reason, more insidious
than the first, was as follows:

If the main trading group came from outside the region—from another
colony—it would have little historical contact with the colonized masses.
The colonized trader learns his nationalism in the market place, his anti-
colonialism is a demand for control over the national market. But a non-
national trading class which was isolated from the people would fall back
on the colonial state for support; it would be politically neutralized. And
so it was.*

Mamdani’s argument is useful for its recognition that East African nation-
alisms were produced by the very colonial machinery that had driven
black people into inchoate racial and class subjectivity. However, disciplined
within the strictures of Marxist political economy prevalent in the time of
its publication, Mamdani’s book gives short shrift to the ways in which the
colonial ordering of society played with the imaginaries of Indian and black
East Africans. It is this gap in political economy and professional histori-
cal discourse—the ways in which economic, political and social realities are
apprehended through and refracted in the imagination—that is filled by lit-
erary accounts of Indian-African encounters. Reading Otieno Achach and Lak
Tar reveals how such encounters were apprehended through tropes of gender
(a silent category, with few exceptions, in historical and political economy
accounts of East Africa prior to the 1990s). Black male characters, in these
early African language texts, came to understand their position in colonial
labor and commercial relations, not through a self-conscious discourse of
class, but through tropes of masculine loss. These literary accounts, in their
turn, subsume female perspectives on the colonial experience, but in doing
so reveal a rich field for scholarly reflection: the ordering of race, gender, sex-
uality and the “domestic” realm in the (post)colonial scene and how a focus
on this might direct studies of Asian East African diasporas in productive
new directions.®

This book puts a special focus on the domestic realm because it is one
of the most fraught themes in narratives of the “contact zones” between
Indian and black East Africans.® Numerous commentators have remarked
upon what they regard to be the exclusive character of Asian African commu-
nities, a reputation that owes in part to an ability to retain a sense of cultural
continuity in a context of migration. For instance, Sophia Mustafa (the
Tanzanian writer and political activist of South Asian origin who, alongside
Julius Nyerere and others, shaped anti-colonial nationalism in the country)
ruefully noted soon after political independence that “Asians are basically
parochial, communal and clannish, and as far as those who originate from
the sub-continent of India and Pakistan are concerned, are happy to live
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within their own clans, peoples or religious denominations.”” As I show
throughout this book, this ability to form what Mariam Pirbhai calls “tight-
knit ethnic and religious enclaves with strong social structures, endogamous
relations, and cultural traditions that help preserve a deeply rooted sense of
community” takes form through the management of domesticity in its spa-
tial and imaginary, symbolic forms.® This book begins from the premise that
although this theme has been gestured at in existing studies on East African
Asian writing, it has not been broached with the singular and sustained
attention that it deserves.

To illuminate the notion of a “domestic” realm, I rely on Rosemary
Marangoly George’s The Politics of Home, one of whose key concerns is how
immigrant figures in global literatures in English forge senses of home in
conditions of displacement through filial and communal solidarity. If the
idea of “home” suggests, at first, a sense of “patriarchal hierarchy, gendered
self-identity, shelter, comfort, nurture and protection,” George shows how
this image masks the elaborate patterns of inclusion and exclusion that go
into the making of homes.® Whether as a geographical site, a mobile habi-
tus or a mental landscape, “home” is crafted on the basis of inclusions that
are “grounded in a learned (or taught) sense of a kinship that is extended
to those who are perceived as sharing the same blood, race, class, gender, or
religion.”’® Throughout this book, I use “home” to refer to an array of related
ideas: as a dwelling-house, a site for family making, a geographical site of
origin, a native land and an imagined place of national, ethnic, religious
and personal belonging. Virtually all the writers considered in this book
attempt to come to terms with the charged meanings invested in British
colonial, “native” African and migrant Asian constructions of home in the
East African context. They show how colonial practices of racial differentia-
tion and segregation produced senses of self-identity and community, which
were in turn reworked through pre-existing notions of belonging on the part
of Asian and black East Africans alike.

In exploring themes of self-identity, community and belonging, this book
focuses on the sizeable body of literary works by East African Asian writ-
ers published from the 1960s onwards.!! If the picture presented in these
writings is anything to go by, the general experience of the diaspora has
been one of growing up with a sense of alienation in the region, a feeling
which, in turn, has taken form in elaborate constructions of “culture” to pro-
vide a protective shield against displacement. The feeling of alienation, more
than anything else, has provided inspiration for what is, today, a significant
group of writers who take the burdens and pleasures of migration as their
central subject. Many of these writers only begin to attract serious attention
in the 1990s—owing in part to the success of M. G. Vassanji, whose first
novel, The Gunny Sack, was published in 1989. My initial encounter with
this text, and I would imagine for other East African readers too, was eye-
opening, for I was for the first time encountering the story of East African
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Asians not from the perspective of black grievance and colonial stereotype,
but from that of an “insider.” Being an “insider” is not risk-free but provides
nuances of East African Asian experiences that disappear under the “bold
type” of colonial and nationalist discourse. Although Vassanji has almost
become synonymous with East African Asian writing as a whole, he is pre-
ceded on the scene by a large group of writers whose contribution to both
African literature and the writing of the global South Asian diaspora has been
underestimated. The post-independence traditions of Asian writing in the
East African region can be traced to Penpoint, the literary student magazine
of Makerere University in which the talents of East African writers of English
expression such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Jonathan Kariara, John Nagenda, Pio
Zirimu and David Rubadiri were incubated in the early 1960s. Alongside
this group were young contributors of South Asian ancestry such as Peter
Nazareth, Bahadur Tejani, Tilak Banerjee, Sadru Somji, Adolf Mascarenhas,
Yusuf Kassam, Sadru Kassam and Mohamed Virjee. Of the latter group, only
Tejani and Nazareth have attained prominence in literary circles, which may
be due to their vocation as literary critics. Indeed, both of them are as well-
known for their works of literary criticism as they are for poetry, drama
and prose fiction. In addition to the Makerere group of Asian writers were
others such as Rajat Neogy, the founding editor of Transition, the famous
African literary magazine, who was also a poet and an essayist of note; med-
ical doctor and novelist, Yusuf Dawood; lawyer and poet, Pheroze Nowrojee;
the playwright and hotelier, Kuldip Sondhi; teacher and playwright, Ganesh
Bagchi; poet and playwright, Jagjit Singh; and Hubert Ribeiro (de Santana),
the Kenyan-Goan poet. Autobiographies and communal histories have
been produced by John Maximian Nazareth, Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, Rasna
Warah, Mahmood Mamdani, Sofia Mustafa, M. G. Visram and Pally Dhillon,
among others.

The first novel by an East African of South Asian heritage, Bahadur Tejani’s
Day After Tomorrow (1971), set the stage for the coverage of the theme of
migrant Asian constructions of home, a theme taken up by later authors such
as Vassanji and Jameela Siddiqi. In Day After Tomorrow, Tejani depicts Asian
dwellings in East Africa as barricades against the Other, and tries to imag-
ine solidarities across the boundaries of race, ethnicity and religion. In his
attempt to enact an imaginative bridging of the chasms of race, Tejani writes
inter-racial romance as an allegory for a desired polity, one in which ear-
lier concerns with racial reproduction have been abandoned. This theme is
replicated in, among many others, Jameela Siddiqi’s satirical depiction in The
Feast of the Nine Virgins (2001) of the Small Town Indian Morality Commit-
tee, one of whose key aims is the prevention of Afro-Asian marriages. Figures
of inter-racial conjugality reappear in Vassanji’s fiction, but the romances
invariably end up in failure, which could be read as the author’s recogni-
tion of the difficulty of resolving complex historical problems on a literary
terrain. Discourses of gender, sexuality, race, religion, caste, domesticity and
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class, linked as they are with the desire for cultural reproduction by migrant
communities, are key themes in the writings discussed in this book.

One of the key risks in undertaking a study such as this one, which focuses
on much-favored themes of post-colonial criticism, would be to flatten the
nuances of the body of writing by imposing upon it the pervasive ideas about
migrancy, diaspora and marginality on what would thus be constituted as
a pliable body of texts whose sole function would be to provide evidence
for a priori theories. In a repetition of older forms of cultural subjugation,
these texts would be used simply as blank slates upon which the desires of
the critic would be written rather than as entities that emit signs regarding
how they should be read. As Vijay Mishra has warned in his groundbreaking
book on the literatures of the global Indian diaspora, there is “an uneasy
postmodern trend towards collapsing diasporic (and historical) differences,”
one in which local histories are obscured in order to secure a singular, uni-
versal meaning to diasporic experience.'? If T take a cautious approach to
the established categories through which East African Asian writing might
be read, it is because the key terms in this book—memory, otherness, exile,
hybridization, nationalism, ethnicity and identity—lend themselves too eas-
ily to the kinds of appropriation Mishra warns about. How might we, while
paying attention to these terms—which are indeed the ones that the writ-
ers in question privilege in their works—arrive at readings that would take
seriously the local meanings of these terms, and their specific history in East
Africa? Beyond the commonplace assumptions of contemporary literary the-
ory, how can we conduct readings that take seriously the historical meanings
of the strategies that the writers have deployed in addressing the presence of
people of sub-continental Indian heritage in East Africa? What is the price
paid in the construction of diaspora communities, and how do the writers
in question deal with the burdens of heritage? How do these works write
empire and nation, and what are the particular historical motives behind
such representation? How are the relations between the “Asians” and the
“Africans” depicted in these works and what kinds of ideologies underpin
these representations? Against what kinds of discourses are these works writ-
ten, and what does this tell us about the relations of power in the historical
contexts that are evoked? From what “libraries” of representation are the
tropes deployed in this literature derived, and what does this tell us about
the intellectual history and the imaginative affiliations of the writing?

The starting point of this book is that Fast African writing has generally
been carried out in a context of dislocation and racial discourse as a conse-
quence of the particular trajectories of colonial, capitalist modernity in the
region. However, the pivotal role of displacement in the formation of the
region’s literary culture does not mean that there has been a uniform attitude
to the meanings of migration and the accompanying anxieties about cultural
belonging. The book therefore reflects on the concept “migrancy” and cog-
nate terms such as “exile” and “diaspora” and their place in East African
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debates. I argue that in the older tradition of anti-colonialism, displacement
was privileged as a starting point for discussions of modernity, but that its
treatment was mostly a preparation for the restoration of those cultures and
histories that had been repressed or denied in the process of modernization.
It is within this older tradition that I locate East African Asian writers of the
immediate post-independence period (1960 and 70s), such as Peter Nazareth
and Bahadur Tejani. In the case of more recent writers who write in the
context of globalization, postmodernism and post-colonialism—represented
here by M. G. Vassanji—displacement is privileged as a figure for cultural
change, and the quest for national belonging is treated with a degree of
doubt. I examine both of these positions in relation to what they con-
ceal, and also the insights they offer in relation to debates about home and
homeliness.

In the course of diasporic attempts to build cultural communities as a
defense against dislocation, considerable pressure has often been brought to
bear on the relations between men and women as the basis for such con-
structions of community. In virtually all of the works under study, gender
and sexuality are frequently presented as key figures in patriarchal claims
about cultural identity and in the representation of the Other. I examine the
political logic of such uses of gender and sexuality, and the varying ways
in which the writers in question give treatment to such politics. I pay spe-
cial attention to the debates about “hybridity” and “cultural synthesis,” the
extent to which they are linked to sexuality, and the ways in which the
writers deploy these terms in their utopian hope for African-Asian relations
in East Africa. As I hope to show, the faith many of the writers invest in
hybridization depends on a problematic conflation of the terms “race” and
“culture,” and the ascribing of troubled relations between Africans and the
Indian diaspora to differences in “culture.” If notions of hybridization and
ideal domesticity presuppose heterosexual diasporic subjects, I show how a
younger generation of writers, represented by Shailja Patel and Ghalib Shiraz
Dhalla, write queer sexuality to displace the claims of diasporic cultural
nationalism.

In reading the representation of anti-colonial and nationalist politics, the
book shows the extent to which the writers understand social conflict as a
function of cultural difference, hence their privileging of cultural tolerance
as a way out of social tensions. In keeping with this logic, some of the writ-
ers suggest that irony, and the coexistence of polarities, is the marker of
an enabling politics. Although I acknowledge the usefulness of irony, both
as a mode of narration and as a political attitude, especially in contexts of
transition such as those depicted in the literature, I show the pitfalls of the
politics of irony. In order to make this argument, I compare the sense of
doubt that informs much of Vassanji's work, influenced as it is by relatively
new postcolonial debates on multiculturalism and diaspora, and the older
tradition of a literary “commitment.” I argue that this older tradition is
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marked by a sense of cosmopolitanism that newer “post-colonialist” read-
ings routinely ignore in attempts to lay the foundations for a new canon.
As should be clear from the above, no proper understanding of East African
Indian writing could be possible without an engagement with the idea of
the past and its irruption in the present, for outlining the context of liter-
ary production inevitably means a dense interrogation of history. The book
therefore examines Vassanji’s self-conscious ruminations about the past and
its recovery in memory. In an important sense, Vassanji’s treatment of the
idea of history is itself a marker of the various intellectual landscapes that
he occupies. As a member of a minority diasporic community, he privileges
history as a defense against cultural oblivion, even if memory of the role of
the community in the colonial project is the cause of much reflection in his
work; as a writer whose affiliations are modernist, he desires an escape from
the nightmare of history; and, as a postmodernist of sorts, he depicts history
as a field of “play” among different voices and versions.

As I argue throughout the book, it would be impossible to make sense of
the approaches of the different authors to their craft without some under-
standing of their intellectual contexts, the broader history of the South Asian
presence in East Africa, and indeed, the subsequent migrations to Europe
and North America. In order to contextualize the writing and its cultural
politics, I provide a brief sketch of the South Asian history of contact and
exchange with East Africa, which shows the tenuous basis of the exclusive
senses of belonging that came to be forged in European colonial discourse,
Asian migrant cultures of the colonial period and, later, African nationalism.

Historical studies on travel, trade and cultural exchange across the Indian
Ocean suggest that contact between the Indian sub-continent and eastern
Africa goes back more than two millennia.'® The earliest written account of
this contact, The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea—scripted around CE 80 by a
Greek pilot of Berenice, a port on the Red Sea—provides an account of Arab
and Indian ships trading with the East African coast.’* Writing in the thir-
teenth century, the Venetian traveler Marco Polo remarked upon the Indian
ships visiting the islands of “Madeigascar” and “Zanghibar.”"> Although the
date of the first Indian settlement in East Africa is not certain, a Chinese geo-
graphical text from the thirteenth century mentions a Gujarati settlement in
the area.'® By the end of the fifteenth Century, such settlements were so well-
established that the Portuguese sailor-explorer, Vasco da Gama, was piloted
across the Indian Ocean, from Malindi on the coast of present-day Kenya
to Calicut on the Indian Malabar coast, by a Gujarati navigator.'” Even at
this stage, a mini world-system was already in existence, an “Indian Ocean
World” that encompassed the East African coastal cities, the Middle East,
South Asia, the Far East, and the oceanic islands of Madagascar, Indonesia
and Malaysia.

The arrival of the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean arena at the end of the
fifteenth century significantly reduced the volumes of trade that had passed
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through the old networks. A strong recovery was realized only in the first half
of the nineteenth century after the defeat of the Portuguese. The decline of
Portuguese imperial power in the Indian Ocean in the eighteenth century,
and the rise of Omani Arab power on the East African coast, among other
factors, prepared the ground upon which the old Indian Ocean networks
once again flourished. Nineteenth century accounts of the East African coast
by British explorers and imperial bureaucrats betray how the older cultures
of accommodation fostered in the networks of pre-colonial Indian networks
of trade came to be unmade in an age dominated by European colonial dis-
course. Even at this early date, the Indians who acted largely as customs
officers, bankers, money-lenders and money-changers were the object of
resentment, evident in the stereotypes of the time. The “Banyans”—as the
Indian merchants of Zanzibar were called—were “despised by the Arabs and
obliged to submit to insult and indignity.”'® In a repetition of European anti-
Semitic attitudes prevalent in the age, Richard Burton the British explorer
admired the assiduity of the Banyans who “rarely enjoyed the siesta,” but
also saw them as “local Jews” who were “unscrupulous and one-idea’d in
pursuit of gain” in manipulating weights and accepting stolen goods." The
Indians were described by European observers as opportunistic “birds of pas-
sage” who would go back to India after making a profit, in spite of the
fact that their commercial investments suggested long-term commitment
to the region. Although the European commentators were themselves trav-
elers whose relations to East Africa were ambivalent, they attributed this
ambivalence to the Indians, who they came to see as not quite belonging.
In spite of the condemnation of the Banyans by British slave-trade abo-
litionists, missionaries and explorers, with growing colonial interest in East
Africa, practical considerations came to dominate the approach of British
imperial bureaucrats to the Indian presence. The bureaucrats may have
looked down on Indians, but could not really do without them if the col-
onization of East Africa was to bring profits. Wittingly or unwittingly, these
early groups of traders on the coast became the advance guard of Indians that
would later constitute a comprador diaspora in East African colonial territo-
ries. In addition to the comprador element, Indians (the majority being from
Punjab) were absorbed into the early colonial economy as indentured labor
for the construction of the Kenya-Uganda railway between 1896 and 1903.
It is a sign of the hardships that the thirty-two thousand indentured labor-
ers had to endure—plagues of jigger-infestations, man-eating lions, harsh
weather conditions and workplace accidents—that over two thousand four
hundred died while six and a half thousand were invalided during the build-
ing of the line.?° In 1901, when the first phase of the railway was completed
on the shores of Lake Victoria, less than seven thousand decided to stay
behind as railway employees or business-people. In the wake of the railway
construction workers came several small-scale shopkeepers, or dukawallahs,
especially from the north-western Indian regions of Cutch and Gujarat to
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sell goods to railway construction workers, but also to service the little towns
that had by then begun to appear along the main lines of transport. These
early waves of immigration were actively encouraged by the Imperial British
East Africa Company (IBEA Co), which believed that the Indians were better
suited to the role of petty traders than Europeans because they were more
willing to tolerate hardship and lower profit margins.?! Sir Harry Johnston,
in a letter to Prime Minister Salisbury, was to marvel at the role of capitalist
acculturation that the Indians had played in the region:

I wonder if in England the importance of one aspect of this Railway con-
struction has been realized? It means the driving of a wedge of India two
miles broad right across East Africa from Mombasa to Victoria Nyanza.
Fifteen thousand coolies, some hundreds of Indian clerks, draughtsmen,
mechanics, surveyors and policemen are...carrying the Indian penal
code, the Indian postal system, Indian coinage, Indian clothing, right
across these wastes, deserts, forests and swamps.*?

It is instructive that Johnston uses the image of a wedge lodged right
across the length of East Africa, as if to admit that the consolidation of
capitalist modernity also meant social division and alienation on a scale
hitherto unknown in the region. Throughout British East Africa, Indian
troops—especially Punjabi Sikhs and Muslims whom the British stereotyped
as martial in comparison to the pacifist Hindus—were used in the “pacifi-
cation” of local populations.? Given the contribution the Indians made to
the colonial effort, Johnston, Her Majesty’s Special Commissioner to Uganda
(1899-1901), was to comment that East Africa should indeed become “the
America of the Hindu.”?

However, the hope of early colonial bureaucrats that East Africa could be
a “home” for Indian migrants was soon in competition with the hostility of
the British and South African farmers who settled the prime areas of what
was later to become the Kenya Colony. With the start of European settlement
in Kenya, white farmers put considerable pressure on colonial officials to
stop “the terrible Asiatic menace.”? In the two decades following Governor
George Eliot’s decision in 1902 to encourage white settlement in the Kenya
Highlands, Indian political activists campaigned against the colonial-settler
stranglehold on land ownership, the granting of exclusive voting rights to
Europeans and racially discriminatory immigration laws whose objective was
to turn Kenya into a “white man’s country.”?

Given white fears about Indian dominance in commerce, the colonial
state, together with the powerful European settler lobby, began to act as a
surrogate for “native” interests. In reply to Indian claims, the Europeans
maintained that they were merely acting as trustees of African interests,
and that those interests were “the white man’s burden.” John Maximian
Nazareth, the Goan-Kenyan lawyer, was to remark in his autobiography
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Brown Man, Black Country that trusteeship was simply a case of “sheep deliv-
ered to the fangs of the wolves by constituting the wolves the shepherds
of the sheep” and that “the truth about the white man’s burden is that the
black man bears it.”?” The tussle between Indian and European colonists had
important consequences for the emergence of the African nationalist move-
ment in Kenya, with the white settler community being made, against its
will, to concede to the notion of “native paramountcy.”?

In neighboring Tanganyika, the initial eagerness with which German
colonial officials had encouraged Indian immigration soon turned into sus-
picion, with Indian migrants seen as constituting a “national danger” owing
to their status as British subjects. When the Maji Maji anti-colonial upris-
ing broke out in the southern districts in the early 1900s, several Indian
traders were arrested and convicted for gun-running and the provision of
supplies to the rebels, a historical episode which M. G. Vassanji fictionalizes
in The Gunny Sack. The Indians were, like the Africans, subjected to a ruthless
system of “native justice” which was administered by hand-picked officials
without any formal training.?* In Uganda and Zanzibar, the two British
East African territories where there was no white settler colonialism, the
early colonial policy of encouraging Indian immigration was soon replaced
by restrictive measures, including tight controls on Indian trading. Leg-
islation was put in place in Uganda in 1913 to curb the dominance of
Indian middlemen in the cotton trade, with the intention of giving a vir-
tual monopoly of the industry to European ginners. In Zanzibar, some of
the most notable infringements on the freedom of the Indians were the
Magistrates Jurisdiction Decree of 1908, which deprived them of the right
to trial by jury and of appeal to the Bombay High Court, and the Ngoma
Regulations Decree of 1909, which attempted to regulate leisure time by
prohibiting African and Indian music between sunset and sunrise, except by
special permission.*® Whatever their tribulations under the different colonial
regimes, however, the Indians had legal protection in regard to commercial
property, which Africans did not. The colonial administrations across the
four territories—Kenya, Uganda, Tanganyika and Zanzibar—carefully engi-
neered a three-tier racial system, with the Indians cultivated into a median
position, to provide a buffer between the Europeans and the Africans.
In their much stereotyped role as a buffer, they were to absorb most of the
resentment against the new cash economy, although they were never its sole
or even primary beneficiaries. The ideological apparatuses of the colonial
state—the press, the Christian missions and the schools—encouraged this
resentment.’!

However, the colonial doctrine of “native paramountcy” and the stereo-
typical positioning of the Indians as a buffer did not prevent political
cooperation between African nationalist activists and members of the Indian
Association, who were vying for equal rights with the Europeans. Early
African nationalist leaders like Harry Thuku and Jomo Kenyatta actively
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collaborated with the Indian Association and Indian-owned presses in the
1920s, with regard to the publication of political material.** This trend
of political cooperation across the racial chasms of colonialism continued
throughout the colonial period. However, the attainment of independence
in the four East African states in the early 1960s provided a catalyst for
massive Indian migration out of the region. During the Zanzibari Revolu-
tion of 1964, organized by agricultural workers who comprised the majority,
the Omani Arab dynasty was overthrown and Asians expelled en masse,
with the majority going to Pakistan, India, Dubai and North America. This,
together with the Ugandan Asian expulsions of 1972, convinced many
Asians in other countries within the region that their future in East Africa
was uncertain. These traumatic events of the early post-independence period
were but the most extreme expressions of the nationalist desire to exclude
South Asian migrants from East Africa.

Since the 1990s, a large body of critical writing has emerged that reads
East African Asian experiences and diasporic imaginaries as figured in lit-
erary texts by Vassanji, Peter Nazareth and Tejani. However, no sustained,
book-length study has been devoted to this body of literary texts, and the
articles and book chapters that do exist are mostly broad overviews of select
themes in the literature or detailed readings of a few texts.?* Peter Simatei’s
book The Novel and the Politics of Nation Building in East Africa (2001), which
focuses on Vassanji and Peter Nazareth in terms of their scripting of nation
as a space of exclusion, comes close to the intention of this book in terms
of the kind of contextualization that makes it possible to read the writers
in relation to the wider field of African literature. However, since Simatei’s
concern is East African writing as a whole, his discussion of writers of Asian
origin is restricted to one chapter. Whereas Simatei pays brief attention to
two writers, Vassanji and Peter Nazareth, this book closely examines ten
writers: Vassanji, Tejani, Peter Nazareth, Jagjit Singh, Nanji Kalidas Mehta,
Jameela Siddiqi, Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, Ghalib Shiraz Dhalla, Shailja Patel
and Kuldip Sondhi. Martin Genetsch’s The Texture of Identity: The Fiction of
MG Vassanji, Neil Bissoondath and Rohinton Mistry (2007) provides a dense
contextualization of Vassanji’s fiction, but mostly in terms of how it is posi-
tioned within debates about Canadian multiculturalism, an approach that
does not address one of the author’s other important contexts.

Recent studies of South African Indian literature provide useful reference
points for situating East African Asian writing in the literature of the global
South Asian diaspora. In Afrindian Fictions, Pallavi Rastogi uses the names
that South Africans of Indian origin give themselves as a basis for a discus-
sion of diasporic identity. Beginning with the view of Fatima Meer, a famous
anti-apartheid activist who rejects “Indian diaspora” as a descriptor for South
Africans of Indian ancestry, Rastogi argues that this community desires full
citizenship and national belonging in ways that trump any other affilia-
tions. For Rastogi, a number of South African writers of Indian descent claim
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not only citizenship but an indigenous status. The claim to an indigenous
status rests on the following: long residency in the country, “the hybridiza-
tion of the national consciousness,” participation in anti-racist politics, and
strong bonds with the land born of indentured labor in colonial-era sugar
plantations. Noting that “Indianness exists in South Africa in an Africanized
state,” Rastogi names it as an “Afrindian” identity.>* Although all the fac-
tors that Rastogi uses to explain the Africanization of Indian identities in
South Africa have also featured in East African Asian experiences, the poli-
tics of identity in East Africa have taken different trajectories. As the Kenyan
writer, Rasna Warah, has noted, unlike their counterparts in Britain, the
West Indies and South Africa, East African Asians “have remained fairly insu-
lated against the culture of the country of their adoption” with most able to
“speak their mother tongue, follow religious rituals...and have some vision
of what their ancestral country is like.”** East Africa’s proximity to the Indian
sub-continent and the strong comprador position of its Indian communities
in the British colonial period, together with the fact that the diaspora has
been (at least since the Second World War) mostly mercantile, professional
and middle class, have contributed to the stereotype of insularity. Given
that the sheer majority of East African Asians are descended from voluntary
migrants, they can be classified, following Edouard Glissant’s taxonomy, as a
transplanted rather than a transferred diaspora.®® As a transplanted diaspora,
one that has retained material rather than simply imaginary links with the
sub-continent, East African Asians have managed to carry over linguistic, fil-
ial and material signs which, in Mariam Pirbhai’s terms, “ensure communal
wholeness.”?” As [ show in this book, East African Asian writers engage in
complex reflections on culture, with some, such as Bahadur Tejani, holding
the view that cultural wholeness is burdensome, in so far as it prevents the
fusions that would enable the emergence of new cultural configurations.
The interrogation in South African Indian literature of apartheid assump-
tions about the incommensurability of racial groups is the focus of Ronit
Frenkel's Reconsiderations, whose argument is that identity in the literary
works that she considers is relational and not Manichean, as apartheid
would have it.*® Like Devarakshanam Govinden’s Sister Outsiders, Frenkel’s
book shows how the sustained struggle against apartheid policies of racial
and ethnic exclusivity fostered Black counter-politics whose goal was to
erode separate identities. This tradition of non-racialism and anti-racism,
associated with the African National Congress and the Black Conscious-
ness movement, culminated in a Black identity that included all subjugated
racial groups: Indian, African and Colored. In the post-apartheid context,
so Govinden avers, the radical politics of anti-racism has made way for “an
upsurge of interest in multiculturalism, especially an uncritical, reduction-
ist kind, which seems to invoke a ‘peaceful’, but still separate, coexistence
of the various ethnic or racial groups.” On the other extreme end of the
scale is radical “universalism” which ignores “the reality of people’s lives.”*’
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In spite of their astute reading of the complex ways in which South African
writers of Indian origin have approached race and ethnicity, Frenkel and
Govinden do not give much attention to categories of identity on the Indian
sub-continent and how these came to be reshaped by colonialism. In this
book, therefore, I read identity not only in relation to colonial discourse
but also with some attention to the way endogenous South Asian categories
came to be transformed in colonial contact zones. For a region like the East
African coast where the South Asian presence predates colonialism by several
hundreds of years, I argue that it is crucial to look beyond colonial categories
of identification.

In spite of the homogenizing tags, “Asians” and “Indians,” East African
communities of South Asian origin are quite diverse in terms of ethnicity,
caste, language, regions of origin and religious affiliation. Although there is
a temptation to speak glibly about the Indian “community” in East Africa,
such a construction conceals several complex layers of identification. The
narrator of Vassanji’s The Gunny Sack remarks upon these sectarian differ-
ences. It is only the realization by these sectarian groups that they need
to fend off racial hostility that compels them to mobilize a pan-Indian iden-
tity: “We are one ... we Asians must stay together.”*® This oscillation between
sectarianism and a wider pan-Indian solidarity exemplifies Chinua Achebe’s
observation about the “concentric nature of identity,” which Frederick Buell
elsewhere likens to an onion.*' Whenever it is expedient, the sectarian rival-
ries are suspended and an omnibus Indian identity claimed, but this does not
completely write out the differences beneath, as The Gunny Sack once again
shows: “But where...everyone else...saw ‘Asian,” the Asians saw Shamsi,
Ismaili, Hindu, Sikh, Memon, Ithnashri” (Gunny Sack, 146). It is important
to note that East African Asian writers shuttle between a wide array of iden-
tities. In spite of his long stay in North America, Vassanji sees himself as
an “Afro-Asian.” Peter Nazareth, for his part, enjoys the identity-play that a
variegated cultural inheritance makes possible: “African, East African, Goan,
Indian, Asian, Third World, Asian American” all at the same time.*? Shailja
Patel claims her native Kenya assertively, with little of the ambivalence that
marks the relation of the diasporic South Asians of Vassanji’s fiction to their
places of abode. The enigmatic Hubert Ribeiro (de Santana), grandson of the
first doctor in early colonial Nairobi, was, for his part, known for his dis-
tance from his Goan heritage in pursuit of an Irish identity. So convincing
was Ribeiro’s acquired Irishness that the urbane publisher, scholar and poet,
Jonathan Kariara—then working for Oxford University Press in Nairobi—
rejected, for not being “African,” the manuscript for his first volume of
poetry El Peregrino (1971; “The Peregrine”), eventually released in limited
quantities by a small California publisher.

Throughout this book, I read East African Asian articulations of cultural
identity in relation to the regional historical context. However, assuming
that East Africa is the only region with any analytical value as far as the
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reading of the literature in question is concerned risks ignoring other equally
important contexts. A large group of East African Asians today constitute a
“double diaspora” in the sense that they straddle the two categories of Indian
diaspora that Vijay Mishra lays out in his compelling volume The Literature
of the Indian Diaspora. At one level, they are the product of the old diaspora
expatriated to British colonies in the era of early modern, classic capitalism.
In the aftermath of decolonization, a large percentage have joined the new
Indian diaspora of the “late modern or late capitalist” phase.** The second
leg of migration has been primarily to Western Europe and North America,
where several of the writers discussed in this book live. Given this double
migration, the context for an expansive understanding of East African Asian
writing, especially that produced since Vassanji's appearance on the liter-
ary scene, ought to include a terrain wider than South Asia and East Africa
alone. It is clear that East Africa is not the sole point of reference for the
writers under consideration, especially Vassanji, who writes about the region
from the vantage point of Canada, and some of whose novels—Amriika and
No New Land—are concerned primarily with the lives of East African Asian
migrants in North America. Although the concern with the East African
experience never quite disappears from such works, it is crucial to keep in
mind always that metropolitan spaces are constitutive of their moments of
production. A similar observation could be made about a text such as Peter
Nazareth's In a Brown Mantle, which, although written and published in East
Africa, has an exile in Europe as its narrator-protagonist. Clearly, there are
several umbrellas under which these texts could be put: the literatures of
the global Indian diaspora, Canadian literature, the literatures of the Indian
Ocean World, and so on. They have a transnational character rather than a
narrowly national one. It is useful to remember, though, that even the con-
cept of an “East African literature” is itself already transnational, reflecting
the kinds of intra-regional processes that confound sense of belonging to
specific countries. Makerere University (widely credited as one of the most
important sites for the emergence of Fast African writing), the common
experience of British colonialism and the East African Community, all con-
verged to produce an entity known as East African literature. It is difficult, for
example, to read the works of Peter Nazareth without getting a sense of his
affinity to Ngugi wa Thiong’'o and Grant Kamenju, two other notable propo-
nents of a socialist aesthetic in the region whom he encountered at Makerere
and Leeds University. The relative ease with which one could migrate from
one country to the other during the period of British colonialism and before
the demise of the East African Community in 1977 explains why the writers
in question routinely draw upon historical experiences from all the coun-
tries of the region. Though Tanzanian by upbringing, and currently residing
in Canada, Vassanji was born in Kenya, which explains his exploration of the
Mau Mau uprising in The Gunny Sack and The In-Between World of Vikram Lall
(2003). Though born in Kenya, Bahadur Tejani was once a Ugandan citizen,
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which would explain why his novel Day After Tomorrow is set in Uganda.
As Tejani himself was to comment upon his expulsion from Uganda in 1972:

We Asians are the true heirs of the dead East Africa. As children we knew
Nairobi, Dar es Salaam, and Kampala. Nairobi was just a hitchhiker’s ride
away from us Kampala boys; from there we would dream of the ocean and
the girls at Mombasa. The itch to travel, to see for yourself, has always
been with us.**

The wandering that Tejani speaks of has been seriously curtailed by processes
of nation-formation (and the establishment of rigid immigration laws), and
the varying social and political experiences of the three countries in the
region since independence, for example, war and military dictatorship in
Uganda, Ujamaa in Tanzania, the Zanzibari revolution, and the rhetoric of
free-market capitalism and liberal democracy by the Kenyan state. Nonethe-
less, the works that I consider in this book draw attention to the old East
Africa.

Although it is one of many tags that can be attached to the writers under
scrutiny, [ have chosen to focus on the East African context precisely because
the Asians’ claims to belonging in the region have historically been denied
or denigrated, as the earlier parts of this introduction shows. The Indians
have often been labeled as “birds of passage” or “paper citizens” whose pro-
fessed attachment to the countries of their adoption is a ruse for further
economic exploitation.* Even commentators with no hostility towards the
Indians have perpetuated the idea that they do not belong in East Africa,
as Bharati does in the introduction to his anthropology, The Asians in East
Africa, in which he claims that his is “not an Africanist study” but “that of a
transplanted Indian society.”#¢ In his title, it is crucial that Bharati does not
speak of the Asians of East Africa, Asian East Africans, or even East African
Asians, but of the Asians in East Africa. Because of their “triple heritage,”
writers of Indian origin—even those who have committed to their adopted
homelands—have frequently been met with rejection.*” Arun Mukherjee has
commented about how the Canadian literary establishment has found it dif-
ficult to accept Vassanji as part of Canadian literature. In her words, “he
is not hot in Canada.”* Vassanji himself writes about how, having been
labeled as “immigrants,” the relative invisibility of non-white Canadian writ-
ers is casually rationalized: “The term is...used somewhat condescendingly
to describe a transition stage of no vital importance, a stage of growing up
which we all have to go through before maturity.” For such critics, “a writer
matures when he begins to talk of his ‘Canadian experience’.”* In addi-
tion to the hostility of Canadian critics, Vassanji has also complained of not
having “a whole gang of supporters in African Studies Departments.”

Quite clearly, writers such as Vassanji have had to occupy a limbo, a
transitional state which, though valorized within post-colonial theory and



18 Reading Migration and Culture

postmodernism, can either spell invisibility or lead to premature celebrations
of “insurgent post-nationalism” on the part of critics. Although it is impor-
tant to recognize the value that accrues to writers who occupy liminal spaces
in metropolitan Western sites, it is equally useful to place their writings
within the matrix of Third World literary debates, which is what this book
attempts. While it might be useful to consider the writers in relation to a gen-
eralized “post-colonial condition,” it is also important to consider the more
specific and local historical referents that are routinely lost in such expansive
studies. For instance, the process of nation-formation in East Africa, which
many of the key texts under study reflect upon, cannot be properly under-
stood without a keen investigation of the political history of the region.
It is only by paying attention to such detail that the generalizations of
post-colonial literary criticism might be avoided. In taking this view, I draw
my cue from Simon Gikandi, who in an essay entitled “Reading the Refer-
ent” notes that post-colonial literary theory in North American academies
has tended to spurn Third World texts produced in the heydays of nation-
alism and decolonization (1895-1960) in favor of post-colonial narratives
concerned with the conditions of migrant subjects and writers in the West.>!
In this obsession with migrants in metropolitan sites, the meanings of every-
day life in the postcolony and the epistemologies that undergird that life are
given short shrift. Gikandi therefore calls for post-colonial reading practices
that engage more directly with the politics of the postcolony and not simply
the peregrinations of narcissistic metropolitan theorizing. I take my second
cue from Tejaswini Niranjana who, in a study of the musical cultures of
Indo-Trinidadian migrants, calls for comparativist reading practices that do
not bypass the histories of Third World sites in the name of a new globaliza-
tion. The source of Niranjana’s concern is the contemporary deployment of
the figure of the “Indian” in the context of “a self-congratulatory [Indian]
cultural nationalism”:

At the end of the millennium...the Indian is not simply another
postcolonial but one who would claim to have attained exceptionality or
special status, an achievement that increasingly sets him off from inhabi-
tants of other post-colonies. Earlier axes of identification are transformed
and old solidarities disavowed as the middle class Indian, even as she
vociferously asserts her cultural difference, becomes a crucial relay in the
circuits of multinational capital.

In responding to Niranjana’s challenge, this book returns figures of Indian
migration to the hard, and often awkward, scenes of empire and the post-
colony, where some of the more ambitious theoretical claims of “migration
as insurgency” are not as secure as they may look at first: the world of Otieno
Achach, impossible romances, dukawallah stereotypes, a world of enchanting
but elusive commodities.
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Chapter 1 is a critical summary of the theoretical debates about home-
liness, displacement and marginality, and a consideration of the relevance
of those categories to the experiences of East African Asians. It also exam-
ines the pleasures and burdens of exile, ranging from Tejani’s desire for
belonging in Africa to Vassanji's ideal of in-betweenness. The chapter is a
critical reading of what Ahmad calls “ideologies of immigration” and how
they play out in East African Asian writing.>® Chapter 2 reads Dream Half-
Expressed, the autobiography of Nanji Kalidas Mehta, the pioneer Indian
agricultural industrialist in East Africa, who sought to project himself as a
restless person, infected with an inquisitiveness that in the end made him
knowledgeable, tolerant, wealthy and part of a world much larger than the
one he knew when he first ventured from Gujarat to East Africa in 1900. The
chapter shows how his travels, especially in East Africa and the Indian Ocean
islands, came to shape his sense of belonging and his hopes for India and
its possible future, especially in regard to the vexed questions of culture and
community. It ends with a brief reflection on how the study of itinerant lives
might yield insights into Indian and African pasts. Chapter 3 covers the auto-
biographies of Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, Jameela Siddiqi’s first novel The Feast
of the Nine Virgins and Vassanji's second novel, No New Land, showing how
food mediates the experience of migration. It encodes histories of resistance,
accommodation and cultural exchange, acting in the process as an inscrip-
tion of memory in material form. Chapter 4 considers how the diasporic
imaging of Africa comes to constitute a sense of Indianness overseas. The
chapter shows how images of Africa—many of them gendered—function
in the immigrants’ construction of “domestic” zones of safety and famil-
iarity. Drawing on Said’s notion of “Orientalism” the chapter shows how
processes of racialization and ethnic formation in the literature depend on
the anxieties and moral panics caused by the encounter with the African
Other.

Chapter 5 deliberates on the use of gender categories and domesticity
in the production of a diasporic sense of community. The argument here
is that the production of migrant ethnicity depends not only on representa-
tions of the “outside,” but also on the policing of the “inside.” If diasporic
cultural nationalism assumes a heterosexual subject who guarantees the
reproduction of community in predictable ways, I show how the queer texts
such as Shailja Patel’s Migritude and Ghalib Shiraz Dhalla’s Ode to Lata re-
script desire as they search for a language that would name an Afro-Asian
queer politic.

Students of East African culture of both the colonial and post-colonial peri-
ods will be familiar with many material and immaterial artefacts, naturalized
in East Africa, whose origins lie in the Indian sub-continent. The distinctive
dress for which Ugandan women are famous—the Gomezi—is, in spite of its
Victorian look, originally designed by a Goan tailor named Gomez. The lan-
guages of East Africa today are littered with words of Indian origin: dhobi for
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laundry; landhies for high density housing-lines for workers; rupia (derived
from rupees) for money especially for the generation that grew up in the
colonial period; dukas for shops; ghari for wheeled vehicles, and so on. It is
also clear that the cultural traffic has not run in only one direction, for the
East African experience has had a profound impact on the cultural outlook
of the Indians in Africa and the Indian sub-continent too. Yet mutual suspi-
cion between “Africans” and “Indians” has persisted, with cultural difference
routinely offered as an explanation for the conflict. In Chapter 6, the book
therefore turns its attention to the way in which Tejani and Vassanji deal
with “miscegenation” in its cultural and racial senses. Chapter 7 turns its
attention to how Jagjit Singh and Kuldip Sondhi narrate decolonization in
East Africa, especially their depiction of African nationalism. I argue that the
middle-tier position that the Asians occupied during the colonial period, and
the pervasive acceptance of the colonial order in their midst, partly accounts
for their general unease with decolonization, which all the authors reflect
upon. I begin with Singh, who is particularly fascinating for the way he
examines the notion of “the nation-as-one,” or the nation as an entity that
is suspicious of multiplicity and contradiction. Finally, Chapter 8 focuses on
Vassanji's preoccupation with the past and its possible recovery in narrative,
against a background of the dislocation of his Shamsi characters. I argue that
memory serves to counter loss, but that this restorative function is compli-
cated by the fact that Vassanji’s historical quests are metafictional. He may
value the past, but he is also deeply conscious that he cannot recover it
except through the refracting medium of narration. The chapter seeks a his-
torical explanation for the crisis of historical representation in Vassanji, not
only by considering the influence of recent theories of history on his work,
but also by thinking about how the East African context itself might provide
clues to his doubts about edifices of history.
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The Pleasures and Tribulations
of Migration

The sense of displacement and estrangement that assails migrants and
diasporas is one of the most enduring subjects of East African Asian fic-
tion, which presents images of wandering through strange territory, flight
from undesirable homes, expulsions from spaces held dear, the scattering of
communities and attempts to restore a sense of wholeness amidst the threat
of alienation. The figure of an exiled Indian narrator from a Third World
country writing out the story of his dislocation in his bleak dwelling in a
European or North American city, a figure popularized by V. S. Naipaul in
The Mimic Men (1967), appears several times in this body of fiction. So does
the figure of the sojourner in a hostile African terrain, or lonely merchants
in isolated trading outposts. The three writers under study in this chapter,
M. G. Vassanji, Bahadur Tejani and Peter Nazareth, have written about the
multiple displacements of African Asians: their migration from India, alien-
ated life within East Africa, and sometimes, eventual departure for Europe or
North America where the sense of alienation continues.

In spite of this commonality, the three writers evince very different
approaches to displacement, and in the process tell us a lot about changes
in East African writing as a whole. The treatment of the theme of displace-
ment in Tejani and Nazareth differs considerably from that of Vassanji, a
difference that I account for by considering the intellectual and historical
contexts in which their writing was conducted. While the novels of Tejani
and Nazareth express the desire for national belonging in East African coun-
tries, Vassanji pursues a post-national ideal given the historical experience
of Asian migrants under nationalist states. Whereas Tejani and Nazareth
wrote during the first two decades of independence—the 1960s and 1970s—a
period in which there was a general belief in the value of African national-
ism, Vassanji only began to publish his works in the late 1980s, a time when
African nationalist discourses had already been delegitimized. If Tejani and
Nazareth toyed with the possible assimilation of the Asian diaspora into
the melting pot of new national cultures, which were being nurtured in
the early years of political independence, Vassanji’s work expresses unease
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about projects of nation-building in East Africa, while extolling the virtues
and depicting the pain of remaining politically on the fence. Nonetheless,
there are subtle differences in the approaches by Nazareth and Tejani. While
Tejani’s nationalism is of a romantic kind, Nazareth’s is a more skeptical
one, given its Marxist sensitivity to power relations within emergent nation-
states. The key task in this chapter, in brief, is to account for these different
stances on the question of migration, nationhood and alienation. In the
process, I shed light on the contributions that Tejani, Nazareth and Vassanji
have made to notions of exile and displacement, which remain central in
the understanding of post-colonial culture in the twentieth century.

Exile and displacement have regularly cropped up in East African liter-
ature, expressing as they do the conditions brought upon the region by
colonial modernity: a sense of fragmetation and loss which, in turn, feeds
the quest for homes and homeliness. In the fiction of Ngugi wa Thiong’o, for
instance, black leaders of the colonial period are often cast in the mould of
biblical figures such as Moses or the Messiah. Ngugi’s writing of the African
experience of colonialism as a kind of exile drew heavily upon the Jewish
model of diaspora, a result of his Christian education.! The nationalist yearn-
ing for a homeland, which Ngugi’s work represents, and the melancholic
mood that informs those works indicates that for him, homelessness is
indeed a sad fate.

However, alongside the understanding of displacement as a dreadful pun-
ishment, a view has developed that the loss of a home might be a positive
value. If, as Edward Said has observed, “[i]n premodern times banishment
was a particularly dreadful punishment since it not only meant years of
aimless wandering away from family and familiar places,” those very qual-
ities of homeliness for which the premoderns felt such a strong affinity
have acquired a dubious reputation for many contemporary, especially post-
modernist, intellectuals.? The very quality of marginality that had been the
source of unhappiness for people of the ancient world has become a pos-
itive force in the lives of those that Eva Hoffman has named “the new
nomads,” the new cosmopolitans who refuse to sentimentalize the idea of
home.? Within the ambit of much of post-colonial theory, exile and diaspora
have become attractive positions from which to view the predicament of
the contemporary world, with the nomad seen as offering unique insights
into modernity and its aftermath. Exile has come to mean what Edward
Said has termed “the state of not being fully adjusted,” and a “dislike [for]
the trappings of accommodation and national well-being.”* Meanings of
diaspora and exile have become a lot less tied to their origins in violence
and oppression. As many critics of post-colonial literary theory have pointed
out, exile and diaspora have been emptied of much of their earlier historical
meanings to bear the burden of relatively less painful experiences of travel
and migration.’ In more daring usage, these terms have come to embody
the human condition, as is captured in Hoffman’s statement that exile is
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“a universal experience,” all of us “in some way, on some level [...] feel that
they are in exile [...] We feel ejected from our first homes and landscapes,
from childhood, from our first family romance, from our authentic self.”®
Alluring and powerful as such kinds of rhetorical gestures may be, they run
the real risk of turning histories of expulsion and rejection into objects of
word-games rid of much of their analytical value.

There is a sense in which the allure of exile within the culture of mod-
ernism and its complex heritage can be attributed to the belief that the
centered models of culture and identity advanced by nationalism, and its
rhetoric of tradition, imprison human potential. Embracing estrangement is
thus viewed as an important step in transgressing the boundaries of national
or ethnic culture. The revisionary and innovative quest for an aesthetic and
a politics untrammelled by the force of habit, a pursuit that is associated pri-
marily with literary modernism, seems to be the major motive behind the
privileging of displacement. For writers, whose basic trade is, after all, the
imagination, being thus estranged may have certain benefits. This is espe-
cially so in the case of metropolitan writers, as lain Chambers has implied.
Rid of the “single, homogenous point of view, that sense of perspective and
critical distance, born in the Renaissance and triumphant in colonialism,
imperialism and the rational version of modernity,” the writer who embraces
exile is able to develop new ways of looking at the world.”

It is clear that the disenchantment with the fictions of belonging, which is
a key aspect of modernist and postmodernist criticism, cannot fully account
for the salience of the idea of exile and marginality among writers from
the former colonies, such as those of East Africa. Granted, the literary mod-
ernism of Anglo-American writers has resonated among a number of writers
from formerly colonized countries, but this has not been a case of simple
repetition. The adoption of the language of modernism by post-colonial
writers is more properly attributed to colonialism, whose deracinating effects
find a remote counterpart in the alienated nature of life in the modern
metropolis, and the consequent attempts to invent tradition. Writers in the
colonies have privileged the theme of exile, for it was already prominent
within the modernist canon, but this was only possible because they were
already witnesses to extreme forms of displacement and fragmentation in
their immediate locales. As I argue, East African invocations of the figure of
exile, though similar in certain senses to its cousins in metropolitan mod-
ernism, did not always follow the same trajectories. If, as Simon Gikandi has
pointed out, the European avant-garde adopted “exile and its rhetoric as the
gesture that, by individuating and universalizing artistic production, would
also liberate the writer from his ‘compromised’ literary traditions,” East
African writing often took quite a different approach.® The recognition of
exile in the writer’s past and present was merely a prelude to a restoration of
the nation; alienation only served as an impetus to corrective action and was
rarely ever embraced as a positive end in itself. In his essays in Homecoming,
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Ngugi wa Thiongo, to cite a major East African example, may have cele-
brated the exile figure as one “who lives closer to God...and because of his
suffering [...] has attained [...] wisdom,” but he was quick to point out that
such wisdom would give the exile “strength to await his deliverance and his
return home from exile.” Like the mythical traveler-hero who travels to
unknown worlds, the exile was duty-bound to make a triumphant return
home: exile was merely a starting point and not a final destination. The feel-
ing of exile engendered by colonial education was only crucial to the extent
that it opened the eyes of the colonized subject to the contradictions of
colonialism. This belief is clearly seen in Ngugi’s fiction, in which the more
earthy and unalienated figures act as counterpoints and strong alternatives
to the positions taken by alienated, intellectual characters.!®

Chris Wanjala’s collection of essays, For Home and Freedom, reflects well the
kind of hostility with which the adoption of an exilic subjectivity was met.
Though conceding that the writer Taban lo Liyong had indeed attempted to
name and thus to master his alienation as a colonial subject, Wanjala felt
that the latter’s embrace of cultural displacement was a sign of his “inability
to change the status quo.”"! For Wanjala, the deracinating situation in which
the writer was caught up was certainly changeable, and the acceptance of the
self’s estrangement was therefore a mere failure of will. Whereas other East
African writers, such as Okot p’Bitek, made optimistic attempts to forge links
with the culture of the popular majorities, Wanjala felt that lo Liyong was
seen to be content in “the very alienation in which he [was] enmeshed.”!?
This determined assault on the work of lo Liyong was limited because it
assumed that East African writing needed to proceed in only one direction:
that of cultural nationalism. To the extent that lo Liyong repudiated the cen-
tral tenets of cultural nationalism, he was seen as a self-dramatizing purveyor
of an imported aesthetic. Indeed, his Nietzschean vision of contradiction as
a tool for self-transcending enhancement and freedom seemed strange from
a nationalist viewpoint. Faced with the cultural fragmentation in the colo-
nial scene, with its conflicting array of cultures and histories, lo Liyong saw
his duty, not as one of marshalling the strength to build a unified whole, but
as the courage to accept a shattered cultural image. To refute the quest for
wholeness was to reject the genealogical preoccupations of cultural nation-
alism, a gesture that can be seen in lo Liyong’s famous celebration of his
father’s death. By expressing glee at his own orphanhood, he sought to con-
vey that he was now free to pursue his art, without any of the impediments
of tradition: “And with his death is removed that ruling against my studying
art...English was thenceforth my major.”'3

Yet, the negative reaction to lo Liyong’s cult of alienation was not entirely
misinformed, for African people had not been, in the words of George
Lamming, “wholly severed from the cradle of a continuous culture and tradi-
tion” like the Caribbeans.!* The attempt by African writers to proclaim their
cultural orphanhood would therefore have seemed like an affectation or,
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worse, a sign of elitist indulgence. Pitted against the clamour for “commit-
ment” to nation-building that dominated the East African literary scene for
close to thirty years after independence, the assumption of cultural orphan-
hood as a site for creativity seemed wastefully bohemian. The challenge for
the “committed” writer was not to expand the imagination merely for art’s
sake, but to seek to close the gap between imagination and politics—and
reining in the imagination would be the first step in bridging that gap. The
poetics of estrangement and defamiliarization were looked at with great sus-
picion as impediments to the more serious business of grappling with the
realities of the nation."

Yet, to ignore the power of alienation as an important factor in colonial
and post-colonial society is to be blind to an important reality. It might
indeed have been, as George Lamming observed, that colonialism had not
been devastating to African cultures in the same way that slavery had been
in the case of the Caribbean, but he still recognized that “To be colonial is
to be in a state of exile. And the exile is always colonial by circumstances.”!¢
But, whatever the connections that East African writers still had with “the
cradle of a continuous culture,” they could not simply adopt the position
of cultural insiders without a wilful blindness to the realities of colonialism.
It is indeed a measure of the changes that were taking place in colonial East
African societies that some of the first novels in African languages, namely,
Okot p’Bitek’s Lak Tar (1953) and Gakaara wa Wanjau's Uhoro wa Ugurani
(1946; the Gikuyu title translates as ‘Marriage Procedures’), both dealt with
the difficulties faced by young men in their attempts to raise bridewealth.
The cultural vocabulary of these two novels may have seemed comfortably
traditional, but a closer look would have shown that the crises the nov-
els thematize took place against the background of migrant labor and an
increasingly austere cash economy. These crises led to moral panics, which—
according to John Lonsdale—were at the root of anti-colonial agitation and
ethnic nationalisms in the post-war years.'” The point here is that paying
attention to displacement and estrangement is perhaps the best way of start-
ing a discussion of modern East African literatures. At a superficial glance,
the experiences of East African Asians may seem far removed from those
of the Africans of the region. Yet, to concede to such a view is to ignore
the realities of modern East Africa as a whole. This point can be illustrated
by noting that if the “Asians” were regarded as strangers among “African”
peoples, the realities of the modern, polyglot African nation suggested oth-
erwise. In what was one of the twentieth century’s most audacious examples
of social engineering, Africans of diverse histories and cultures were brought
together under the wing of colonial territories and, later, nation-states. Quite
clearly, the modern nation-state in East Africa is made up of strangers, whose
multiple solitudes are only disguised through conscious acts of imagining
national communities. Putting East African Asians, who have traditionally
played the role of African nationalism’s “Other,” at the core of the debate
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on how the East African nations are narrated is thus a way of laying bare the
means of nation-formation. It also calls to attention the uncertain futures
of national ideologies, such as those of East Africa, that have had to recon-
cile the demands of integration with the imperatives of ethnicity. In some
important ways, the story of the East African Asians is simply a contraction
of the larger East African story—a regional history in small print. The Asians
might appear distinct because of the enduring discourse of race, which was
given solidity by colonial policies of social engineering, but their story is
replicated many times in the history of East African people as a whole.
In their strangeness, they act as a reminder of just how distant the rhetoric
of nationalism can be from the details of everyday life. The presence of
migrants acts as a reminder of the strangeness that the nation would want
to subsume within its unisonant message, what Iain Chambers calls “the
self-reflexive national idiom and its xenophobic refusal of external refer-
ents in its formation.”!® For Homi Bhabha, the hostility that the nation
directs at its “others” is ultimately a declaration of war on its own reali-
ties, a maiming of its own image. Jealous of their difference, migrants “can
never let the national history look at itself narcissitically in the eye” and
their story helps to cast into sharp relief the fact that the nation is but
an artifice.”

The pleasures of xenophilia: “Culture” as exile
in Bahadur Tejani

In an act of self-reflexivity in the epilogue to Day After Tomorrow (1971), the
Ugandan writer Bahadur Tejani calls attention to his own literary attempt
to examine the alienation of East African communities caught up in cultural
insularity. That Tejani resorts to direct authorial commentary in the epilogue
indicates his frustration with the mutual estrangement of black and Asian
East African cultural communities, and his fear that his quest to reverse this
trend would end up in failure. This sense of doubt most likely springs from
Tejani’s recognition that the daring fictional portrait of romance between an
Asian man and an African woman that he draws in the novel is contradicted
by the persistence of racial hostilities in East Africa at the time. In decry-
ing what he sees as the indifference of his East African readers, Tejani draws
attention to his own feeling of isolation, even as he criticizes those who are
isolated by their belief in cultural purity. The epilogue also reflects Tejani’s
fear that fashioning new realities through literature may be futile, in a con-
text in which the sedimented prejudices of colonialism carry far more weight
than the lone efforts of a novelist. He may want, in his expansive, humanist
style, to censure those who choose cultural isolation, but finds himself faced
with the reality that his critical stance will mean his estrangement from East
African readers. If the Asian communities of Uganda were already isolated
from the mainstream flow of Ugandan life, Tejani’s status as a writer seems
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to have added an extra dimension to his sense of displacement as an Asian—
hence his quest for “the educated conscience” that would affirm his position
and lighten the burden of his ethical mission.*

It is instructive that Tejani invokes the authority of the American myth
of a “melting pot” to balance what he regards as a perverted ideology
of “multi-racialism” that wielded some force in East Africa during the
years of decolonization (Day After Tomorrow, 141). Multi-racialism, as pro-
pounded by European settler and Indian communities in the waning years of
colonialism, meant simply that the different racial groups would be accorded
some measure of autonomy within the new structures of the independent
states.?! It was, in essence, a policy of separateness predicated on what Tejani
calls differences “in culture, colour and creed, Sexual habits, diet, language,
humour, work attitudes, family relations, recreation, ideas of planning and
growth” (Day After Tomorrow, 142). Against this, Tejani favors an assimi-
lationist, nationalist ideology, such as that pursued in the United States,
which advocates for the integration of immigrants into the mainstream of
a singular, hybrid culture. By launching into a strong denunciation of Asian
isolationism in Day After Tomorrow, Tejani is implicitly questioning the exag-
gerated feelings of exile that prevents the Asian diaspora from developing
a sense of belonging in East Africa. He invokes humanist universalism to
counter the sense of displacement that leads the diaspora to reify Indian cul-
ture, thus prevents them from fully belonging in their East African abode. He
does not accept the marginality of exilic or diasporic communities, depict-
ing marginality as an affliction that only assimilation would cure. If the
literature of immigration and exile is replete with images of baggage, “cul-
tural knapsacks” according to Rosemary George, Tejani views such baggage
as an unnecessary encumbrance, for it only impedes the immigrant’s sense
of belonging in the new spaces.?

Day After Tomorrow is a frontier novel set in the contact zones between the
Indian merchants (the “Wepari”) and the Africans whom they encounter in
the course of their itinerant lives in East Africa. Tejani depicts the moments
of contact as ones of heightened tension and fear, but is at pains to show
that such fear is the product of an inability to understand and assimilate the
new. However, a strong refutation of this fear is posed by the protagonist of
the novel, Samsher. Born to an Indian merchant family at a trading village
in Maasailand, Tanzania, Samsher grows up in the knowledge that his whole
life will revolve around the family shop. The aspirational tendency of Wepari
culture leads to a monomania for trading and a disregard for any other
pursuits. So overwhelming is the focus on profit that the shop becomes,
in Samsher’s view, “a kind of barricade against humanity” (8). This mental
seclusion is embodied in the fortress-like architecture of the shop, which fills
Samsher with the visceral fear of being imprisoned. If commerce provides
sustenance in an austere colonial world, it also prevents the merchant fami-
lies from cultivating any other kinds of relations with fellow human beings.
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The sense of alienation that arises from the reduction of human relations to
their cash-value only serves to accentuate the feeling of estrangement fos-
tered in the earlier moment of migration. Tejani depicts this money-fetish
as being especially strong among the older generation of the merchants,
those in whom memories of earlier poverty and deprivation have created
a lingering fear of poverty.

However, the Wepari are not merely saddled by memories of past suf-
fering. Having left India with dreams of a better life in Africa, they are
consumed by a fear which leads them to marshall cultural memory as an
antidote to deracination. On the one hand, Africa presents an array of sen-
sual possibilities, reflected in Samsher’s observation that whereas the Wepari
traditionally “despised the body, [in Africa] they felt a call in the blood: of
the black African to the brown Indian” (7-8). On the other hand, the pos-
sibility of contact with people outside their immediate kinship circles fills
them with the dread of cultural dissolution. Life on the frontier heightens
the knowledge that the claims of cultural identity rest on fairly shaky foun-
dations. It undermines the insiderist proclivity for viewing one’s own culture
as containing self-evident virtues. In one notable passage in the novel, Tejani
depicts the consternation of the Wepari when the Africans fail to recognize
the universality of Indian culture: “the natives of the land could not easily
accept the spirit of their vastly older civilization with its strange introvert-
edness, its gurgling sound of a language, its different habits of living” (33).
Faced with their own Otherness in a new land, the Wepari compensate by
fashioning even more elaborate myths of origin so that even if they are “torn
from limb to limb...a small corner within [the self] would still hold itself
intact” (8). This conservative trait is not merely a sentimental reaction to dis-
placement. More than anything else, to bear the burden of the past is to carry
a treasure trove of communal culture that makes it possible for the commu-
nity to reproduce itself in new locations. If the carrying of cultural luggage
facilitates the reproduction of community, it also prevents the Wepari from
relating to Africans in terms other than those defined from their own van-
tage points. The consequence of importing a home in this absolute manner
is that Africa remains largely unknown to the Wepari, who consequently
live in fear of the black peasants. This feeling of isolation is given expression
through the image of menacing darkness that pervades the novel.

Whereas the older members of the Wepari community continue to invest a
great deal in the reproduction of a fortress-like culture, the younger members
of the community like the protagonist, Samsher, are often doubtful about
what they see as their elders’ imprisonment in the past and their obsession
with economic security. This difference provides the central point of con-
flict in the novel. Tejani suggests that, in spite of its apparent obsession with
conserving the Indian past, Wepari culture is indeed a perversion of that
past. Its austere and materialistic outlook is in stark contrast to the world of
Indian epics that Samsher encounters in the course of his reading. Samsher
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concludes that the Wepari, with over-regulated lives and over-integrated
notions of cultural identity, lack the capacity to imagine themselves as dif-
ferent from what they already are. For this reason, they remain strangers
everywhere but in the homes they have created. In fact, they are too deeply
“at home” to be aware of any other ways of being and belonging.

Confronted with the Otherness of the Wepari in East Africa, Samsher
does not launch into a compensatory celebration of his Wepari origins, but
chooses instead to embrace the native African culture that ostensibly poses
a threat to his sense of self. Given the manicheism that defines inter-racial
relations in the novel, his embrace of the idea of Africa marks him as a self-
hating Wepari. To the xenophobia of his Wepari elders, Samsher answers
with a xenophilia whose chief object is Africa. The key premise behind his
xenophilia and the consequent desire for assimilation is the view that the
culture of the immigrants is too elaborate to encourage the sort of spontane-
ity that he associates with true humanity. He is lured from his own people
by “the call of nature, transferred by natural people,” and in the process
gains “an energy that was alien to his race” (57). By relating with African
people, he hopes to acquire what he regards as their easy communion with
the natural world. For Samsher, the self-conscious culturedness of the Wepari
only means that they have been estranged from their status as beings in the
natural world.

But how are readers to interpret the idyllic images of Africa that Tejani
juxtaposes to the “unnatural” Wepari culture? Do we conceive of the cul-
tural gulf, suggested by the contrast, as the product of Tejani’s own mental
dislocation, rather than an essential character of the different cultures he
portrays? Should we regard it as the romanticism of an author whose alien-
ation from Africa takes on the character of an exaggerated love? Or do we
dismiss it as yet another variation of Rousseau’s myth of the “noble savage”?
Indeed, these pictures of unalienated African life are part of a long Western
intellectual tradition in which Africa has served as the negation of modern
progress and its twin, alienation. However, it is also crucial to remember
that the intellectual milieu in which Tejani wrote Day After Tomorrow was
deeply informed by African cultural nationalism. To the European charge
of African savagery, anti-colonial intellectuals of a nationalist persuasion
answered with strong declarations of African humanity, sometimes insist-
ing that African culture was more humane than the alienated European one.
This tendency was especially strong within the Negritude movement, whose
assumptions are reflected in Tejani’s novel.” Tejani’s embrace of Negritude
in an attempt to grapple with the condition of exile is not surprising if we
consider that Negritude itself was a movement born in, and of, exile. The
black Parisian intellectuals who founded the movement turned to the idea
of blackness not only as a response to the marginal position of black people
in the world of colonialism, but also as an attempt to reverse the condition of
alienation that they saw as a blight inflicted on humanity by modernity.**



30 Reading Migration and Culture

On the one hand, Negritude was an attempt to address the sense of exile
caused by slavery and colonialism; on the other, it was a challenge to the
prevalent notion of culture as the negation of nature.

The portrait of the Wepari that Tejani draws is one of a people whose
culture is so elaborate that they have lost a sense of themselves as natural
beings. This over-culturedness, within the novel’s scheme, leads to a kind of
exile that echoes the myth of Eden. Shorn of their sensual freedoms, adher-
ents of Wepari culture are alienated not only from themselves but also from
the black people whom they meet in East Africa. So long is the history of
Wepari denial of the body that Samsher envies local Africans for their lack of
shame and their attachment to the natural landscape, a “mysterious power
which made them completely at home in their environment” (15). This
notion of Africans as the people of Eden is a way through which the novel
speaks about the estrangement of the Indians from their new abode. But
the kind of binarism expressed here, in which Africans serve as the cultural
opposite of Indians, is problematic for one major reason. It could be argued
that the African idyll is more a reflection of the author’s own feeling of exile
than an attribute of African life. While it might not be helpful to read Tejani’s
binarism automatically as evidence of a discredited neo-primitivism—for it
might indeed be proved, for instance, that there is a great deal more sexual
freedom in certain African cultures than in certain Indian ones—it is mis-
leading, nonetheless, to suggest the absence of prohibitions within African
cultures, whether of the pre-colonial or colonial periods. If anything, Tejani’s
idyllic portrait of Africa shows just how much he is exiled from Africa and its
realities, in much the same way that Negritude itself was a symptom of the
cultural dislocation caused by colonialism.?® The xenophilia of the text tes-
tifies not to a consummation of the desire for belonging, but to the writer’s
fear that a gap still remains between him and the object of desire.

It is because of Tejani’s own uncertainty about his subject that he adopts
allegory as a mode for exploring the deep social contradictions in the East
Africa of the time. Faced with intractable social tensions, he opts for a nar-
rative that provides a neat diagnosis and an equally neat resolution. The
novel’s central problem and its ending are indeed very simple. Samsher
grows to dislike the culture of his people that keeps them isolated from the
Africans. He escapes the grip of his community by abandoning his work as
a shopkeeper and becoming a teacher, something that is unusual among the
Wepari. In the course of his rebellion, he gets an opportunity to explore
the sensual pleasures for which he has always envied the Africans. However,
his adventures with African prostitutes cause him much guilt, which is only
assuaged when he meets Nanziri, the Ganda nurse, with whom he is able to
cultivate a mutually enriching romance. In the end, they have a baby, who
represents “a new civilization” beyond racial parochialism (6). As in most
allegories, the outline of the problem is rendered in a stark fashion, and
social complexity is lost in the attempt to draw bold outlines. Within the
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novel’s allegorical scheme, the contradictions between Indians and Africans
are displaced onto the terrain of romance in which they find immediate res-
olution. Nanziri and Samsher, though individuals with their own personal
histories, represent the social forces at the heart of the drive towards “a new
civilization.” This allegorical scheme is undermined by Tejani’s own admis-
sion in the “Epilogue” that, for East African readers, the romance at the heart
of the novel represents an impossible ideal, or, at best, an exception that
confirms the rule.

Day After Tomorrow is a daringly utopian novel, but its embrace of Africa—
which acts as a figure of authentic, unalienated humanity—can be read as
an evasion. In the novel, Africa functions as a negation of modernity and
over-civilization, an example of how to be cultured while not estranged
from one’s own nature. There are many possible sources of this kind of
portrayal: African cultural nationalism, and its dominance in East African
literary scholarship at the time of the novel’s scripting; primitivism and its
many permutations; or even Tejani’s own estrangement both as an intel-
lectual and an Asian African. Having cast Africa in the role of Eden, Tejani
recommends assimilation to the Asian African as the only way to end the
sense of exile. Samsher refuses to maintain a double-allegiance that would
serve as an acknowledgement of his dual heritage, in order to fulfill what
seems to be a nationalist desire for singularity. The cause of my doubt
about the novel’s panacea to exile is its vision of Africa, for it embodies
what Timothy Weiss would call “an aesthetic withdrawal, not a historical
moment.”?® Tejani merely substitutes his own dislocation with escapism, a
withdrawal into the idyllic that in the end submerges the history of con-
flict and dislocation that the novel would like to address in the first place.
Nonetheless, Day After Tomorrow is still an important text, for it raises ques-
tions which are later taken up in the more ambitious novels of Moyez
Vassanji and Peter Nazareth, to whom I now turn.

Peter Nazareth and the Ugandan expulsions

Like its kindred narrative, V. S. Naipaul’s The Mimic Men,*” Peter Nazareth’s
In a Brown Mantle is both fictional autobiography, and colonial and post-
colonial history.?® Joseph Deogratius D’Souza, the protagonist of the novel,
recounts his life in Damibia—Nazareth’s fictional name for Uganda—from
the vantage point of his exile in London. The immediate trigger for his
memoirs is the attempted assassination of his former friend and political
compatriot, Robert Kyeyune, the Prime Minister of Damibia. He recounts
episodes from his personal life, the history of the Goan presence in the coun-
try, his participation in the country’s independence movement, and his brief
career as Kyeyune’s aide after independence. When D’Souza realizes that
African independence has led to a dead-end—a failure that is given its most
poignant expression in the political assassination of Pius Cota, the socialist
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Goan politician from neighboring Azingwe (Kenya)—he decides to become
corrupt like other politicians and uses his influential position to draw bribes
from Indian businessmen. Although D’Souza is mainly preoccupied with
what went wrong with Damibia’s independence movement, in his recollec-
tions he also contemplates the dislocated lives of Asian migrants in East
Africa, his bitter separation from Damibia—the country of his birth—and
the unbearable nature of his life in England.

Unlike Ralph Singh, the protagonist of The Mimic Men, who flees the
island of Isabella for London not only because of post-colonial failure, but
also in pursuit of a bookish, romantic vision of England, D’Souza is driven
there solely by the unbearable political situation in Damibia. Unlike Singh,
whose sense of exile is almost total—in the sense that his colonial education
estranges him from Isabella and that his romantic vision alienates him from
the “real” England—D’Souza feels a strong affinity for Damibia and thus
perceives his relocation as a loss. His sense of being extracted from some-
thing of value is not so much a general post-colonial condition, as in the
case of Naipaul Singh’s, as much as a result of the failure of national liber-
ation. He does not feel the existentialist estrangement from all places that
we see in Naipaul’s anti-heroes; rather, it is his attachment to Damibia, and
his frustrated love for it, that drives him to exile. His feeling of loss once
he leaves Damibia for London has a strong, visceral quality, for he opens
his narration by mentioning the coldness that envelopes his dingy flat, and
the coins that he has to feed into the metered electric heater in order to
keep himself warm.?* Whereas Naipaul would, in his usual fashion, cringe at
any sign of what he would consider as tropical excess—carnival, calypso and
reggae—D’Souza obviously longs for the scenes of revelry and camaraderie
which he has left behind. In London, he feels lonely in a way that he never
did in Africa, like a piece of “driftwood” (101). The strong sense of natal
alienation expressed in his parting words as his London-bound flight lifts
off—“Goodbye, Mother Africa ... Your bastard son loved you” (150)—points
to his view that an essential link has been breached.

Prior to his exile in London, D’Souza believes that he can undo his sense
of estrangement as a Goan-African by renouncing Goan ethnocentrism and
through an active engagement in Damibian anti-colonial politics. But his
exile in London throws him right back into the arms of the Goan com-
munity, which he had earlier renounced. He begins to feel that his own
people are more genuine, elemental, as opposed to the studied civilities
and hypocrisies of the English. Unlike Ralph Singh who, in keeping with
Naipaul’s bleak vision, cannot find an alternative to the loneliness of exile,
D’Souza manages to rediscover a center that he had renounced while back
in Damibia. However, exile in this instance reinforces the power of ethnicity
and defeats the cosmopolitan yearning to be part of a larger human com-
munity. It forces D’Souza to substitute the adventurous attitude of his earlier
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days—his defiance of communal norms and his cooperation with African
nationalists—with a narrower concern for security and survival.

D’Souza’s narrative explains the Goan concern with security by invoking
their long history of subjugation to Hindu empire-builders, Muslim impe-
rialists and the Portuguese. His view is that this history has bred in the
Goans a culture of capitulation to authority, and with it the belief that
their place in the world will always be marginal. Unable to set up their
own national government in Goa, they decide to live on the margins of
other nations, sometimes seeking assimilation into Portuguese and British
culture, but always remaining a distinct minority. Bereft of the security that
a state might provide, cultural conformity becomes the key way in which the
Goans establish stability. This is accompanied by incessant wandering across
the colonies, the consequence of which is a powerful sense of dislocation.
It is this feeling of non-belonging that D’Souza seeks to reverse through his
romantic liaisons with black Damibian women and his involvement in local
nationalist politics. Like Tejani’s protagonist, Samsher, who also represents
a second generation of Asian migrants in East Africa, D’Souza’s attempt to
integrate into African life, and thus to end his exile, has strong Negritudist
overtones, as can be seen in his descriptions of Damibian nightlife. Yet,
even as he participates in these scenes of revelry and anti-colonial politi-
cal activism, he is apprehensive that he cannot be accepted as a political
leader. His old political compatriot Kyeyune tells him that the people “are
not yet ready for an Asian Minister” having promised him a cabinet position
in the days of anti-colonial struggle (81). After independence, he is contin-
ually reminded of his otherness by Gombe Kukwaya, the ultra-nationalist
“big man” of Damibian politics with whom he has several altercations.

By partaking in the “New Jazz Nightclub” culture of unbridled sensuality
and inter-racial conviviality, he claims Damibia as his home in opposition
to the Goan patriarchs who maintain a romantic notion of Goa as the
only true one. Nazareth presents D’Souza’s quest as one that is doomed
to end in failure. Any desire to trace his genealogy exclusively to Goa is
cancelled out by his birth in Africa. Drawing a family tree turns out to be
much more complicated than it first seems. D’Souza therefore adopts a crit-
ical attitude to the patriarchal quest for a restored homeland, and instead
accepts his life as a reluctant wanderer. It is significant that he chooses
to go to England and not Goa when the political situation in Damibia
becomes inhospitable. Yet his scepticism about the patriarchal narrative of
return does not exempt him from a sense of loss when he finally flees to
London. Ultimately, he embraces the very Goan community that he had
rejected earlier. His wavering in this regard could be consistent with the
author’s attempt to present him as an unreliable narrator whose views can-
not be taken at face value. However, it is also important to recognize that
the contradictions that Nazareth lays out in the narrative are too deep to
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be reconciled. D’Souza might believe that his involvement with Damibian
nationalist politics will solve his alienation, but Nazareth seems to suggest
that the questions are too intractable for such a simple answer. The con-
dition of exile, as Nazareth presents it, is characterized by a contradiction
between desire and its inevitable frustration.

Exilic or diasporic communities are often caught in a kind of limbo,
between the sites of extraction which still inform their sense of self and the
new locations to which they owe an “ambivalent affiliation,”*° between the
desire to be at the center of powerful national narratives and the urge to pro-
vide alternative narratives to national genealogies. The work of Paul Gilroy,
for instance, has been concerned with such antinomial tendencies within
black cultures in Britain and the United States. Rejecting the black national-
ist assertion of an organic and singular connection with Africa, and readings
that erase slavery from the history of modernity, Gilroy argues instead for
the presence of a black tradition of “antagonistic indebtedness” to Enlight-
enment, modernity, America and the Union Jack.?! A similar situation is
evident in Peter Nazareth’s novels, which has prompted Peter Simatei to note
that Nazareth “writes consciously as a Goan but with deep commitment to
his African background, a relationship which he has seen as constituting a
kind of dilemma.”3? Like Gilroy’s black diaspora for whom imaginings of
Africa cannot provide a sufficient basis for politics, Indian and Goan origins
cannot fully explain the lives of Nazareth’s characters, who are thus com-
pelled to recognize their history in Africa. As John Scheckter provocatively
argues,

Identity in diaspora is transformational for Nazareth, and his figures must
also be described as mugoa and muhindi (pl., wagoa and wahindi), Swahili
labels which regularize their solid, visible presence in East Africa. That is,
their Goan and Indian identities have already been reformulated by the
time of the novels’ openings, compounding new African identities that
include origins elsewhere.*

As “translated” subjects, the Goans of East Africa cannot reasonably embrace
a myth of restoration that defines Goa as the center to which a journey
of return must be made; they also have to take into account their African
presence as an important component of their selfhood. However, such an
embrace of Africa cannot simply be a celebration of the insular and static
notion of national culture advanced by African ultranationalists such as
Gombe Kukwaya; rather, it is not saddled by the myth of a lost wholeness.
In keeping with this versatile view of identity, Nazareth has stated in an
essay on Goan writing that In a Brown Mantle “was part of African literature”
and that he considered himself “to be primarily an African” at the time he
wrote the novel. While recognizing his Goanness as a crucial component of
his identity, he refuses to advance it as the sole basis of his sense of selfhood.
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He remembers how his father declined to go back to Goa because he realized
that his children were attached to their country of birth, Uganda.?* In the
same essay, Nazareth speaks of the contradiction

between expecting home to remain an untouched paradise, on the
one hand, and the reality of change on the other. In expecting home
to remain untouched, we take on Western man’s dreams, those that
haunt, perhaps from medieval times: that out there is not exploita-
tion but a simple paradise where one can unwind from the pressures of
“civilization.”?

Just as much as Goans would need to face up to the reality of living in Africa,
so would Africans need to recognize that the meanings of Africa could not
be ring-fenced through atavistic appeals to cultural purity:

There is something curious about racial oppression. Those races that have
suffered tend to idealise their past, to believe that before they were ruled
or oppressed or exploited by another race, all was grand and glorious.
They lived together like brothers and sisters, sharing everything, and were
one big happy family.

(In a Brown Mantle, 74)

D’Souza’s comment is directed at the Goan and African communities, both
of which are saddled by a sense of loss, having undergone the decentering
experience of colonialism. He provides a warning against the belief that the
feeling of exile can be reversed by a restoration of homeland and culture, one
which leads to a xenophobic nationalism on the part of the Africans and a
rejection of changed circumstances in the case of the Goans. For D’'Souza,
colonial fragmentation was preceded by cultural stability; rather, wholeness
is an image born of the colonial crisis. For instance, he points to the history
of African migrations which makes refute claims of autochthony that are
used to exclude the immigrants from the Indian sub-continent. To Gombe
Kukwaya’s taunt that he should go back to Goa, he answers: “I'll go back to
Goa the day you go back to the Congo. And the day all immigrant tribes in
Africa move back to where they came from” (75). Nazareth presents a similar
argument in his second novel, The General Is Up, in which the military dicta-
tor, who expels the East Indians and Goans from Damibia on the account
that they are not citizens, is said to have been born across the border.*®
Nazareth’s intention is not to argue for the inclusion of people into the
nation-state on the basis of their places of birth, but to call attention to
the shaky intellectual foundations of the rhetoric of autochthony, especially
in a context in which borders have been arbitrarily drawn on the landscape.
Against a politics with an undue focus on whether one is “indigenous” or
otherwise, the novel suggests an alternative determinant for citizenship:
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commitment to the public interest. For Nazareth, the basis for citizenship
is not filiation (a mere inheritance, a circumstance of birth) but affiliation
(a demonstration of commitment through work and an active identification
with other citizens). Yet, as the rumour about the General’s birth in a for-
eign country shows, identification of oneself as a citizen must not become
a rejection of others on the basis of their foreign-ness, for, if we look hard
enough, everyone is a foreigner. It is upon the recognition of this universal
sense of foreign-ness that Nazareth’s humanism is built.

M. G. Vassanji: Migration and the ideal of in-betweenness

M. G. Vassanji has woven rich historical narratives of migration by Indian
Muslims of the Shamsi sect who travel to German and British East Africa
in the late nineteenth century to work as petty traders, semi-skilled labor-
ers and junior colonial officers.*” This places them in an intermediary role
between the Africans and the Europeans. When the East African countries
finally attain their independence, the Shamsis make a second voyage to
North America and Europe. This second wave of migration is attributed
to the political and economic changes that take place after independence
and which threaten the privileges that the immigrants had enjoyed during
the colonial period. In the odd case, characters journey back to East Africa
from the metropolitan countries. Due to these wanderings, and the disloca-
tions of colonialism, the Shamsi deal with a pervasive sense of uprootment,
reflected in Vassanji’s concern with home and belonging. The consequences
of this history of migration are dramatized in the two novels that form the
backbone of the discussion in this section: The Gunny Sack and No New Land.

The section addresses Vassanji's representation of the decentering expe-
rience of migration and the psychic dislocations of colonialism. Given the
incessant movement that characterizes the lives of his Shamsi subjects, one
of the most pressing questions in Vassanji's work is determining where their
allegiances lie and where they belong. This question is important because,
in spite of their embrace of a decentered, nomadic subjectivity, the Shamsis
do indulge in a quest for wholeness and coherence. Indeed, this is one of
the central ironies of Vassanji’s fiction: the authorial desire to present his
subjects as transnational cosmopolitans is accompanied by his recognition
of their enduring investment in the comforts of ethnic belonging. Unlike
Tejani and Nazareth, Vassanji's works are highly suspicious of the nation-
alist drive towards cultural unity. Although he celebrates cultural synthesis
and hybridity, the idea of a national culture, with its connotation of obliga-
tory conformity, is a cause for much anxiety in his works. It is for this reason
that Rosemary Marangoly George has noted, in a discussion of The Gunny
Sack, that “while immigrants disturb the easy interpellation of national sub-
jects by a hegemonic national discourse, the very formulation of national
projects such as ‘Ujamaa’ challenges, disturbs and threatens the immigrants’
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project of ‘being immigrants,” of remaining marginal, on the fence.”*® For
Vassanji, the integration of immigrants into national cultures is acceptable
as long as it takes place voluntarily, but becomes stifling if it is enforced by
state bureaucracies and dominant cultural groups.

The salience of the national question in The Gunny Sack can be attributed
to Vassanji's awareness that the problems that the Asian immigrants face
in post-colonial East Africa have to do with their perceived political role in
the colonial period. One of the main causes of this problem is the endur-
ing stereotype that they have been politically apathetic, agitating for justice
only when their immediate interests are threatened. For the nationalists
who shared this view, independence would usher in the moment in which
the Asians would face up to a colonial past of exploitation and political
fence-sitting. Vassanji’s narrator-protagonist Salim therefore devotes a part
of his narrative to a refutation of this image of the immigrants. He shows
how, in the early years of independence, many Shamsi youth are consumed
by the heady optimism generated by Tanzanian nationalism. In order to
express their support for the new nation, they don Mao-style “Kaunda suits”
and chant slogans in support of President Julius Nyerere’s socialist project,
Ujamaa. However, Salim is doubtful of the sincerity of these gestures, for
he depicts them as ruses that are eventually given up. In fact, in an early
part of the narrative, in which he reflects upon the transition from German
to British colonial rule in Tanganyika, Vassanji notes that immigrant cul-
ture places little value in the attachment to particular places: “Governments
may come and go, but the immigrants’ only concern is the security of
their families, their trade and savings” (52). Rosemary George has percep-
tively argued that this passage refutes the view, which she associates with
Homi Bhabha, that those who occupy the margins of the national identity—
be they women, migrants or colonized people—are always subaltern. For
George, the alienation of the Shamsi is not so much a product of their exclu-
sion by a powerful national narrative as it is the choice of marginality as
a desirable location: “Immigration, one could argue, unwrites nation and
national projects because it flagrantly displays a rejection of one national
space for another more desirable location, albeit with some luggage carried
over.”* Choosing marginality in this particular case then means choos-
ing privilege, and reading one’s own migrant location “as a positive, even
superior stance from which to experience the modern nation.”*°

However, by presenting the Shamsis as content in their marginality,
Vassanji reinforces the stereotype that they are insular and cynical when
it comes to national politics, a charge that he has tried so hard to dispel in
the rest of the novel. He implicates them in an inward-looking ethnic con-
sciousness that was consistent with the colonial policy of segregation, but
also maintains that such self-willed exclusion had positive dividends. One
question that remains to be asked, as Neloufer de Mel suggests, is “the price
paid, in material and epistemic terms, for such Otherness.”*! If the benefits of
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self-willed alienation are to be enjoyed, then the burden of solitude and even
hostility also has to be endured. Vassanji’s narrator, Salim, does not seem to
think so, for he projects the burden onto African nationalists: “Then there
were of course the demagogues out to provoke reaction against the Asians.
‘The Asians are not integrating enough!’ thundered one. ‘If you want to stay
in Africa, you must learn to live with Africans...the days of your dukas are
numbered!”” (162; emphasis added).

Although the fervent policing of the boundaries of racial and ethnic
identification in The Gunny Sack, and the incessant defensiveness that
accompanies it, are a product of the political vulnerability brought about
by the immigrant’s minority status in nationalism, it is still very much akin
to the processes through which national myths are engendered. In spite
of the doubts with which the diaspora in the novel receive the coun-
try’s independence celebrations, the diaspora’s own strategies are similar to
the nationalistic narrative in their exclusivist modes of operation. If the
nation is jealous of its borders, so is the immigrant community of its sta-
tus as an ethnic group. Vassanji is highly aware of the positive value of
ethnicity and is thus hesistant about discarding the category altogether.
As such, he takes an antagonistic stance against nationalism, but only
because nationalism desires the submergence of diasporic ethnicity. At the
same time he is cognizant of how an over-developed sense of ethnic belong-
ing can prevent individuals and groups from interacting positively with
others unlike themselves, thus creating dangerous levels of hostility. Quite
clearly, Vassanji’s treatment of Shamsi culture is sandwiched between an
ontological schema in which myths of Shamsi purity are refuted, and a more
contextual approach in which the history of ethnic politics is acknowledged.
The Shamsi may not exist as an immanent category, but their historical pres-
ence as a social entity, and the burden that comes with being a member of
such an ethnic configuration, cannot merely be wished away. The memory
work that goes into the making of the identity of the immigrants may be
interrogated, but such interrogation does not preclude the recognition of
identitarian claims. The immigrant is obligated to bear the burden of his-
tory to the same degree that he or she has little choice but to resist the
strictures of that history. For Vassanji, ethnicity is therefore very much like
nationalism, which an African character in Raymond William’s novel Second
Generation describes thus: “Nationalism is [...] like class. To have it, and to
feel it, is the only way to end it. If you fail to claim it, or give it up too soon,
you will merely be cheated by other classes and other nations.”*> What we
have here, then, is a seesaw motion between principles that contradict each
other, a dilemma that Vassanji declines to resolve, for doing so would be to
override what he sees as life’s essential ironies. In all of Vassanji's work, the
structuring principle is invariably the tantalizing prospect of ecumenism and
cosmopolitanism on the one hand, and a diasporic imaginary that always
conjures an alluring ancestry on the other.
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Whereas ethnic memory is necessary in The Gunny Sack, it is simultane-
ously presented as a burden. The contents of the gunny sack, given to Salim
by Ji Bai, provide a window into a complicated mix of shameful and use-
able Shamsi histories, which Dhanji Govindji had hidden away from view
in order that his family name would remain respectable. As Salim pursues
his research into the history of his people, the Shamsis, he comes to realize
that there is a price to be paid for the strategies that they have adopted in
order to survive away from their original homeland. The closing of ranks
that characterizes much of the Shamsi’s engagement with those other than
themselves is not merely a way of keeping communal secrets, and maintain-
ing a sense of honor. As in Tejani’s Day After Tomorrow, organizing on the
basis of ethnicity provides an important social and economic safety net for
vulnerable immigrant peoples. This is normally accompanied by a fastidi-
ous attention to communal history, whether real or imagined, as a basis for
identity away from home. In immigrant expressive cultures, this concern
with memory and identity is often expressed through the motif of luggage
and other related objects such as heirlooms, family photographs and so on.
The theme of diasporic cultural memory as a bothersome inheritance can
be seen when Salim reports for paramilitary National Service at the remote
little town of Kaboya with a big black trunk which “is family history, storage
bin, a connection with home, and a way of keeping one’s people away from
the host country.”** The sluggish pace to which the huge luggage reduces
Salim when he arrives at the camp signals his failure to fit in the Tanzanian
nation. The government demands that the migrants forget their pasts as a
way of showing their loyalty to the emergent polity. However, they delib-
erately take a cautious stance about the new national culture for they feel
cultural integration would spell the end of communal arrangements that
have served them well.

Given the foregoing, the culture of the immigrants in The Gunny Sack
could be said to exhibit what Tom Nairn has famously referred to as a
“Janus-face,” an ambivalence expressed in simultaneous acts of regression
and progression, memory and forgetting, repetition and linearity.** This hes-
itation between extremes can be seen in Salim’s disavowal of ethnic and
racial belonging, and his continued desire for such affiliations. He would like
to resist the allure of belonging because he realizes that he is already on the
margins of the Shamsi community, but his alienation from black Africans
frustrates this desire. Given his “outsider” status among the Shamsi (he is
of both black and Shamsi ancestry) it comes as a surprise that upon arriv-
ing at Kaboya he goes to see the mukhi (the Shamsi communal leader in the
town), an act that is reminiscent of what his ancestor Dhanji Govindji did
nearly a century before upon his arrival in Africa. Contrary to expectation,
Salim’s miscegenated status does not free him from the pull of ethnicity;
rather, it makes him even more vulnerable to its allure. It drives his quest
for identity, for the Shamsi see him as one marked by an apparent void, a
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breached connection. His decision to seek out the mukhi therefore highlights
the ambivalent position that he occupies and also the regressive, cyclic and
repetitive nature of immigrant history as Vassanji plots it.

Throughout the novel, Vassanji is anxious to show that the past is not a
fait accompli, but rather, an endless territory. This undermines the elaborate
fictions of coherence around which a Shamsi ethnic identity has emerged.**
But the very image of the trunk, or the gunny sack, suggests finite contents
that are the raw material of the community’s history. The image of history
as luggage can be interpreted as a notion of culture as the portable prop-
erty of an individual, a group or as a finished product. It is this reification
of ethnic history that the novel resists, even as it also performs a reifying
function. This is the crux of my argument: that Vassanji’s fiction is charac-
terized by hesitation between a vision of change and the weight of heritage,
a common belief in both “progress” and “tradition.” If the luggage implies
the instability of identity as it travels, the very enclosed nature of the trunk
only emphasizes the relative imperviousness of that identity as it enters new
environments.

As I hope to have shown in the preceding discussion, the contradictions
in Shamsi attitudes to nationalism and to their host countries are associated
with the conflicting demands imposed on them by their immigrant status.
Nonetheless, these contradictions are also symptoms of the psychic splits
engendered by the colonial experience. Indeed, exile in Vassanji takes two
trajectories: the loss of familiarity wrought upon the immigrants by their
migration, and the belief, promoted by their colonial tutelage, that culture
and civilization are not to be found among colonized peoples. Exile in this
instance takes the form of metaphor; it is no longer a sign of actual dis-
placement, but a spiritual condition imposed on the subject by a history of
cultural subjugation. Foremost among the factors that engender the psychic
splits I have spoken about above is the pervasive myth of Englishness. It is
significant that Vassanji returns several times to the theme of the English
language: the key conduit for the purveying of the romance of England.
Distanced from local realities by the ideology of Englishness, the Shamsi
learn to see as exiles. English education makes it difficult for them to find
a site of identity in their immediate East African surroundings—a cultural
schizophrenia that Vassanji thematizes in much of his fiction. The centrality
of the idea of Englishness in Vassanji’s works is demonstrated by the cur-
rency placed by Shamsi parents on the acquisition of the English language
and the recurrence of teachers of English in virtually all of his fiction.

In Uhuru Street, the theme is conveyed in the story “English Lessons,” in
which the “Eurasian” teacher, Mr Stuart, imagines a “Young England, of
rolling hills, lush forests, and stately homes. Where character was taught
in schools...honour and courage were not mere words” (59). Yet another
teacher of English, Mr Richard Gregory, appears in the pages of Vassanji’s
third novel, The Book of Secrets.*® However, in “English Lessons” and The
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Book of Secrets, Vassanji seeks to upset the myth of old England through
ironic reversals: Fletcher and Gregory—both Englishmen—act as bohemian,
avant-garde counterpoints to the anachronistic Victorianisms that are still
prevalent in the culture of the colonized country. In spite of this critique
of colonial culture in these texts, Vassanji does not make strong denuncia-
tions of the role of English in the lives of colonized peoples, in the manner
of Ngugi wa Thiong’o. Instead of an apocalyptic vision in which the colo-
nial legacy is completely routed from the cultures of the colonized, Vassanji
believes that post-colonial culture will always contain traces of that which
precedes it. His challenge, as he sees it, is not to transcend colonialism, for
that would mean escaping the scene of history altogether, but to understand,
assimilate and subdue it. For Vassanji, this acceptance of an unchangeable
history is necessary if the confrontation with exile is not to lapse into a mil-
lenarian quest for an ahistorical ideal. He is therefore unapologetic about his
use of English as a medium of artistic expression, although his relation to
it is still an ambivalent one. English comes to him laden with the baggage
of colonialism, but becomes, upon its adoption by post-colonial subjects,
a virtual Trojan horse: “if we were invaded, then I now see myself as part
of an invading force, or part of an invading culture from the Third World
which is now helping to transform the cultures that invaded us.”*” However,
as Vassanji seems to realize, the process of assimilating and domesticating
colonial culture is not as straightforward as it seems.

One of the enduring ironies of colonial education is that it prepared col-
onized subjects for roles that they could not actually take up; the desires
that it aroused within the colonized were ultimately frustrated by the fact
that colonial spaces were segregated. If colonial education helped incubate
in the colonized subjects hope for inclusion in imperial culture, such hope
was bound to be dashed because its consummation was reserved for a few
on the basis of color. For the small class of colonized people who were priv-
ileged to have a formal, colonial education, this paradox often resulted in
anti-colonial agitation. For the Shamsi, however, this central irony of colo-
nial education is mitigated by their middle-tier status within the peripheries
of empire, resulting in muted opposition to the colonial order and an endur-
ing belief that colonialism was benign. The narrator of No New Land captures
this belief well when he observes that: “The idea of empire was relinquished
slowly in the Asian communities. Right up until independence, letters would
arrive addressed ostensibly to someone in the ‘British Empire’ or ‘British East
Africa’” (22-23). When the moment of independence finally arrives, it finds
the Shamsi still enchanted by the myths of empire and Englishness. It is
for this reason, among others, that they undertake a second migration, from
their adopted homeland in East Africa to North America and Europe.

Once the imperial power leaves Africa, it quickly becomes clear to the
Shamsi that it is not the home that they imagined it would be. Indeed,
the overwhelming feeling among them is that they have been abandoned.
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One cannot read Sona’s letters to Salim in The Gunny Sack and not appreci-
ate his sentiment that the Shamsis are indeed “Britannia’s children” (232).
If Sona’s description of his first encounter with England as a kind of home-
coming seems odd, it is important to remember that it is a moment in
which he attempts to reconcile the Victorian vision of order, gleaned from
his English literature lessons, with a real place. Like the Caribbean protag-
onists of V.S. Naipaul’s fiction, Sona has been unable to find in the East
African landscape equivalents to the aesthetic ideals drawn in English litera-
ture. It is only at the moment of his encounter with England that he is able
to confront the imaginary landscapes that have been such an integral part of
his subjectivity. For those who were educated under colonialism, there was
often a radical split between the elevated images they encountered in books
and the stark realities of their situation as colonized peoples. This, more
than anything else, would explain why Sona narrates his arrival in England
as a homecoming, a moment of self-recognition in which he is ostensibly
freed from spiritual exile and in which he is finally able to reconcile literary
“words” and the “things” to which they refer.

However, Vassanji is too sceptical about the rhetoric of authenticity inher-
ent in the myth of homecoming to allow for a happy denouement to Sona’s
quest. If there is a nagging sense that Sona’s romantic celebration of the
English landscape is naive and anachronistic, especially if we recall that
the very things that he celebrates about London have been at the heart of
the bleak urban visions of the Euro-American modernism, Vassanji is quick
to remind us that the image of order that Sona relishes is underlain by a logic
not inconsistent with colonial compartmentalization. Sona soon comes into
confrontation with the reality of a resurgent racism in the wake of the migra-
tion of ex-colonial subjects to Britain. He realizes that the moment of arrival
in the “mother country” is akin to the moment of African independence,
for the Shamsis are made once again to face up to the reality of their exile.
The images of geometric precision that had enchanted him upon arrival
transform to symbols of bureaucratic tyranny; the naive acceptance of the
Victorian vision of order gives way to a modernist disenchantment with the
alienated nature of modernity. The narrative’s undermining of Sona’s over-
optimistic reading of England as the end of exile acts as a figure for the more
general Shamsi disenchantment with fictions of belonging. England emerges
not as a thing-in-itself, but as a figure of fantasy that the Shamsi have erected
as a bulwark against their alienated existence in East Africa. Soon, they come
to a realization that their attempts at assimilation into England, or Canada
for that matter, does not guarantee an end to exile any more than does a
dogged persistence in any notion of an authentic Shamsi culture.

If the image of Shamsi immigration that I have drawn above appears
convoluted, it is because Vassanji’s narratives are invariably hinged on a
paradoxical structuring principle: the optimism of his migrants about secur-
ing homes for themselves is undermined by a realization that there are
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no homes to be found; their romantic investment in communal memory
is tempered by the fact that they can only grasp at shards of memory;
their eschatological hope for a final destination is counterbalanced by a
dystopian distrust of narratives of liberation; and their quest for progress is
frustrated by a cyclical history. Underlying the vision of progress is the hope
that a promised land will be reached, and that there is an ideal city—an
Amarapur—to which the diaspora may arrive. Within this reformist stance,
the past is an unnecessary encumbrance, since to arrive at the promised
city one needs to “travel light.”*® So, when the immigrants, especially the
younger ones, arrive at a desired destination, the tendency is towards amne-
sia. Yet, forgetfulness does not necessarily bring about acceptance in the host
country, thus complicating the exile’s quest for a home. Nowhere else in
Vassanji’s fiction are these countervailing pressures on immigrant identity
better demonstrated than in No New Land.*

Like The Gunny Sack, the central concern in No New Land is the place of
memory in the rapidly changing world of the East African Asian immigrants.
It is the story of the Lalanis, a family of Indian Muslims from Tanzania who
have recently settled in Toronto, Canada, and of Nanji, a spiritually tortured,
agnostic young man who befriends them. Much of the narrative is focalized
through the perspective of Nurdin Lalani, who is faced with the false accu-
sation that he has attempted to rape a young white woman whom he has
actually tried to help. In spite of the false nature of the accusation, Nurdin is
consumed by guilt, for he has coincidentally been tempted to stray from his
strict Muslim upbringing by eating pork, watching pornography and hav-
ing an extra-marital affair. The travails of the Lalanis are complemented by
Nanji’s ruminations about religion, his paralysis in the face of racism, and
his inability to find love, among other existentialist themes of futility and
anxiety. The sophisticated nature of Nanji’s thinking acts as a narrative coun-
terpoint to Nurdin’s bewilderment in the face of a new cultural landscape.
The last three chapters of the novel are mainly an account of how a measure
of stability is restored to the Lalani family and to the larger East African Asian
community by the arrival of Missionary, a religious leader who reconciles the
immigrants to their situation.

The first epigraph to the novel, an extract from “The City,” a poem by
the Greek-Egyptian poet, C. P. Cavafy, resonates with an idea that is cen-
tral to The Gunny Sack: the notion of memory as a burden, and exile as a
fiction. The epigraph suggests that escape from one’s past and from one’s
detested home is impossible, at least in a psychic sense. As Timothy Weiss
has noted in a reading of Cavafy’s poem, “the exile may wander the world
yet always end up in the same place, because he carries with him, in his
mind, his past and the city from which he has escaped physically but can
never escape psychologically.”®® Memories from the former land will keep
intruding into the exile’s presence in the new land, creating a sense of dislo-
cation: a disjuncture between the exile’s vocabulary and the new experience
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it seeks to capture. The old world, it is suggested, will follow the itinerant
into the place of escape. Newness then remains a fiction. Reading No New
Land, one is left with a distinct sense that, in the end, there is no place of
respite for migrants, except a kind of spontaneous living in the moment.
Through the use of cyclic and repetitive plot-structures, Vassanji suggests
that the past will always impinge on the present. However, regardless of
this, it remains a crucial source of meaning. At the same time that he issues
a warning against the migrant’s urge to cling to an image of the past, for
it might just be an elaborate fantasy, Vassanji also warns against forgetting.
He uses Missionary as a figure for this antinomial message at the heart of
his novel: that the past can only be transcended if it is accepted. Nurdin'’s
wife Zera, who invites Missionary to come from Tanzania, hopes that he will
provide a stable, traditional counterpoint to the disorienting experiences
of migration. However, Missionary confounds everyone by his ambivalent
message. Against Zera's Islamic piety, he is a hybrid of the secular and the
religious, the modern and the traditional. However, in an unconvincing
denouement to the novel, he manages to resolve a key question that nags the
migrants, namely: “When is the running, the multiple migrations, going to
come to an end?” He declares Canada as the final destination for the Shamsi,
a “veritable Amarapur” (198). This resolution to the novel’s central problem
is unconvincing because it tries to write over the fact that the immigrants
continue to be haunted by racism and narrow definitions of what it means
to be Canadian. At the very time that Missionary expresses this optimism
about Canada, the immigrants have retreated into what Amin Malak calls
a “communal cocoon,” in response to the hostility that they face in their
new home.*' So unfriendly is their new abode that they can only live on its
margins, a bleak vision that Chelva Kanaganayakam aptly captures when he
observes that “the characters in [the novel] are all rejected by the city.”*?

Vassanji plots No New Land both as Nurdin'’s personal story of growth and
as a communal bildungsroman. For Nurdin, one key imperative is that he
attains a measure of selthood by overcoming a narrow cultural upbringing
by a tyrannical father. After the relocation to Canada, he would like to break
free from the puritanical restraints of his father. In spite of his resistance to
his father’s legacy—through acts of watching pornography, eating pork and
attempting an extra-marital affair—at the end of the novel he is inevitably
pushed back to the certainties of the filial and Shamsi communal fold. His
brief moments of self-exploration outside the bounds of religion and ethnic-
ity are in the end brought to an abrupt halt by a traumatic moment: the false
accusation of rape. One of the key ironies of the novel is that Nurdin only
realizes a sense of stability by toning down his quest for a sense of selfhood
and freedom.

By returning to the ethnic scene he had earlier vacated, Nurdin fits the
profile of the prototypical Vassanji protagonist: the man who embarks on a
humanist, cosmopolitan quest for an existence much more expansive than
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his own narrow upbringing in traditional surroundings. By straying from
rigid definitions of identity that obtain in such contexts, he hopes to join a
wider community of humans, which would act as recompense for his loss.
Invariably, he is rebuffed by the others he seeks to join through such a renun-
ciation. He is thus forced back into the familiar surroundings that he had
earlier abandoned. Nonetheless, this return to his group, and the belated
acceptance of the demands of kinship, does not really resolve the restless-
ness that had earlier inspired his exilic quest in the first place. His scepticism
about the demands of the group are only muted by his fear of the out-group,
and his loathing of the demands of kinship therefore remains shallowly
buried beneath his calm exterior.

But what then becomes of the immigrants who are torn between an elu-
sive cosmopolitan ideal and homes to which they cannot really return?
They learn to live on the margins of their host nations and on the margins
of their own ethnic communities. Indeed, Vassanji's prototypical protago-
nists fit Julia Kristeva’s description of those exiles “who waste away in an
agonizing struggle between what no longer is and what will never be—the
followers of neutrality, the advocates of emptiness; they are not necessarily
defeatists, they often become the best of ironists.”** Acutely conscious that
they are always elsewhere, in the land of others, they know that they belong
nowhere. They hover between two unattainable ideals: the host countries
to which they cannot really belong, and the lost homeland to which they
cannot really return because they have lost their innocence. They might try
to recreate their old homes in the new land, but they soon realize, like the
immigrants in No New Land that “their Dar, however close they tried to make
it to the original, was not quite the same” (171).
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Indian Ocean Travel and Belonging
in Nanji Kalidas Mehta’s Dream
Half-Expressed

Nanji Kalidas Mehta, the Gujarati plantation owner and industrialist who
first sailed across the Indian Ocean to East Africa at the turn of the twentieth
century, is widely known in the region for the large business firms that he
founded. Such businesses include sugar plantations and processing plants
at Lugazi in Uganda and Muhoroni in Kenya, sisal plantations in Tanzania,
and several cotton ginneries in Uganda, all of which he set up in the first
half of the century. Although Mehta died in 1969, the group of compa-
nies he founded—the Mehta Group—was, as at April 2010, valued at more
than US $350 million, with 15,000 employees spread out over the group’s
operations in Uganda, Kenya, India, the United Kingdom (UK), the United
States of America (USA) and Canada (The Mehta Group website). Of Nanji
Mehta’s many descendants, perhaps the most recognizable to contempo-
rary East Africans is his sports-driver grandson, Shekhar Mehta (1945-2006),
who won the Safari Rally a record five times in the late 1970s and the
early 80s.

Nanji Mehta’s life compels attention not only because of his central role
in the establishment of agro-based industries in East Africa, but also for the
way he straddled the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a time of profound
political, cultural and economic change in East Africa. Although his reputa-
tion in India never came to equal that which he attained in East Africa,
given that the latter had a smaller economy, he “came to rub shoulders
with India’s nationalist elite” and his family continues to enjoy an excep-
tionally privileged status in Gujarat." More or less an age-mate to the first
leader of independent Kenya Jomo Kenyatta (1894-1978), but a genera-
tion younger than Mahatma (Mohandas Karamchand) Gandhi (1869-1948)
whom he idolized, Mehta witnessed many of the most important events that
affected East Africa in his time: the building of the Kenya-Uganda Railway,
the First World War, the Spanish flu epidemic of 1918, the Second World
War, African nationalist activism of the 1950s and 60s, and several histor-
ical processes through which both East Africa and India were profoundly
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re-shaped. His life speaks volumes of the bold experiments through which
denizens of colonial societies attempted to forge new ways of being and
belonging and how these came to be unmade in what was also an age of
growing territorial nationalism. Mehta’s travels in a quest for the thrills of
adventure, prosperity, knowledge and freedom saw him travel to well over
twenty countries in Europe, Africa and Asia, which is remarkable, for he did
all this before the age of jet-travel.

Mehta, in his own autobiographical account, was born in Gorana village
in Gujarat in 1888 to a Lohana (Gujarati Hindu) family. His paternal family’s
main source of income at the time was in collecting dues from the sur-
rounding villages for the local state of Nawnagar, a role which, though with
distinct economic advantages for the family, did not distinguish it much
from the many other families in the village. His maternal uncle, in whose
household he spent some of his formative years was also “not so well-to-
do.”? Tt is against this background that Mehta launched into his East African
adventures, which would lead him to great wealth and influence both in
India and East Africa itself.

His autobiography, Dream Half-Expressed, which is the main concern of
this chapter, was initially published in the Gujarati language in 1961.
Although he retained an inquisitive mind, as can be seen in his interest
in sacred Vedic texts, new technologies for industrial production and the
“national” habits of people in the many places to which he traveled, his for-
mal education was rather limited and restricted to the vernacular. Indeed, he
did not attend the school at his maternal uncle’s Visavada village beyond age
12 when he decided to start assisting his father in the family business, soon
after which he responded to the “call of the sea” (14). Mehta did not in fact
write down the original Gujarati version of his autobiography, but dictated
it to an amanuensis who is not named in the book’s “Acknowledgements”
page. The English translation, undertaken by S. J. Pandya and V. M. Desai
at the instigation of the agricultural economist Sir Manilalbhai Nanavati,
and on which this discussion is based, was published in Bombay in 1966.
Unfortunately, my analysis of the autobiography is carried out without the
benefit of a working knowledge of Gujarati. My argument is therefore thrice
removed from Mehta’s own voice: by the story as a medium with its own
codes and formulas; the amanuensis who may have creatively filled in gaps
in the story dictated to him by the subject; and the translators who rendered
the Gujarati text into English. It is important to underscore the latter because
it is risky to assume that the autobiography in question provides unproblem-
atic access into the subject’s life. Indeed, because of the constraints indicated
above, I aim quite simply to read the thematic contents of the autobiography
rather than to reflect on Mehta’s artistry.

In his autobiography, Mehta seeks to project himself as a restless subject,
infected with a sense of wanderlust and inquisitiveness that have not only
made him knowledgeable, tolerant and wealthy, but also part of a much
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larger world than the one he knew when he first ventured from Gujarat
to East Africa in 1900. Betrothed and then married off at the early age of
12 so that he could be bound “with the fetters of social life” (Dream, 28),
he took “an aversion to married life” and thus “naturally sought avenues
of escape” (56). Indeed, so central is his professed dissatisfaction with a set-
tled, domestic life that travel becomes a key organizing motif throughout his
autobiography. To illuminate Mehta'’s life story and to tease out its possible
relevance for understanding the many ways in which international senses of
belonging were forged in the Indian Ocean World, this chapter raises four
inter-related sets of questions.

First, what is the significance of an itinerant life to Mehta’s autobiograph-
ical self, especially to the development of his character as he tells it? Second,
as someone who confessed a strong aversion to the domestic life of a house-
holder, what senses of home and domesticity did he cultivate? What are
the realities that are masked by his rhetoric of travel, given that he kept
homes, had children and retained faith in the idea of India as the national
home of all Indians (especially Hindus) even as he advocated the estab-
lishment of a “world state” (96)? Third, how did he negotiate the tension
between his desire—as an intercontinental trader—for a borderless world
in which trade could proceed unhindered and his apparently countervail-
ing position as a Hindu revivalist and Indian nationalist who belonged to
Arya Samaj, the Hindu reform movement that was incepted in the last quar-
ter of the nineteenth century? Indeed, how did he, as an itinerant Hindu,
reconcile his need for travel and the threat of ritual pollution that cross-
oceanic travel held for observant Hindus of his time? How did the breaking
of caste rules in the context of cross-oceanic travel in turn influence ideas
about caste distinctions in India itself? Fourth, what role did his experi-
ence in East Africa, the Indian Ocean islands and the many other parts of
the world to which he traveled shape his sense of India and its possible
futures?

Throughout the autobiography, Mehta seeks to present himself as “a very
vigorous and restless person” (Dream vii), which is how members of his
family describe him in the “Acknowledgements.” Indeed, as the autobiog-
raphy unfolds, restlessness provides the frame through which Mehta seeks
to project a sense of himself to the reader. He casts himself as a daring
spirit whose yearnings can only be assuaged by “adventures full of haz-
ards in a foreign land” (29). Indeed, on his first voyage, “the vastness of
the ocean and the largeness of the sky made [him] doubly enthusiastic, for
to [him] they were symbols of freedom and enterprise” (35). In line with
Hayden White’s notion that the telling of the past involves the “poet-izing”
of experience, Mehta’s memoir can be read with a view to explaining how
his rendition of his mercantile exploits are an attempt to turn a life/living
into a story/romance.® Indeed, in some important sense, Mehta’s life itself
can be seen as an attempt to mimic the stories he had encountered in his
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youth, even if his life also involved improvisation in the face of things he
had never encountered before:

When all around me felt happy and contented with the little reward
which life gave them, I alone did not share their satisfaction but... craved
to go abroad. .. My life had been like a dumb man’s dream, half-expressed
and half-suppressed.

(Dream, 56)

His attempt to model his life on adventure stories he had heard and his
evident desire to author an autobiography that would echo such stories
draws crucial attention to the overlapping character of the two categories,
life and story.

It is curious that the English translation of Mehta’s autobiography has an
extract from Rudyard Kipling’s famous poem “If” as its epigraph:

If you can dream—and not make dreams your master;
If you can think—and not make thoughts your aim;
If you can make one heap of all your winnings

And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,

And lose, and start again at your beginnings

And never breathe a word about your loss;

If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew

To serve your turn long after they are gone,

And so hold on when there is nothing in you
Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’
Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,
And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!

The use of Kipling’s poem is curious because Mehta himself, at least from
the evidence in his autobiography, was not conversant with English litera-
ture or even literary kitsch of the kind “If” came to represent in the British
Empire, given his basic vernacular education in Gujarati only. Indeed, given
his limited knowledge of English, he was accompanied in his travels by a
secretary who often acted as his intermediary with speakers of English and
other languages.

Nonetheless, in Mehta’s time, Kipling’s poem, with its valorizing of the
spirit of risk-taking and perseverance, had come to speak famously for a
Victorian ideal of manliness, an ideal to which Mehta’s publishers—Vakils,
Feffer and Simons—the translators and perhaps the Mehta family may have
wanted to associate with Mehta himself. However, the packaging of Mehta
in the rhetoric of adventure and risk-taking ought not to be seen merely as a
function of Victorian influence, as the epigraph by Kipling suggests. Rather,
it should also be seen in relation to the parallel processes of incipient glob-
alization in the Indian Ocean world into which Mehta was born. One of the
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risks in reading Mehta with too keen an eye for its Victorian references would
be that of overshadowing the equally interesting endogenous ideas about
adventure in Gujarat, in north-western India, which had slightly different
and longer antecedents in the historical world of Indian Ocean trade, travel
and pilgrimage. Gujarat, in which Mehta was born, had a long tradition of
trade across the Indian Ocean to the Arabian Peninsula and the East African
coast. This trade was mainly carried out by Bhatia merchants, who were
by the mid-nineteenth century firmly established in Zanzibar.* By the time
Mehta was born, East Africa had long been established as part of the imag-
inative landscape for many in Gujarat, even those who had never traveled
there. That East Africa was an important part of the imaginative landscape
of Gujarat can be seen in Gunvantrai Acharya’s adventure novel for chil-
dren, Dariyalal—first published in Gujarati in 1938—which largely relied on
Gujarati oral histories about the trans-oceanic trade and colonial adventure
fiction.® The four years of basic vernacular education that Mehta received at
the local school was just about enough to enable him to count money at
his father’s shop and to read the vernacular histories and romances alluded
to above, many of which were about travel and adventure. As a 12-year-old
boy, his notions of the possible were heavily influenced by such stories. For
instance, when he encounters the story of a tormented young prince who
leaves home “to do penance in the jungle” (Dream, 26), he leaves for a shrine
in the surrounding hills to become an ascetic and to find adventure.

Indeed, it is such stories of adventure and trans-oceanic travel that explain
Mehta’s decision to leave Gujarat for the western shores of the Indian
Ocean. He recalls that one of his uncles—Gokaldas— “refused to be satis-
fied with what he achieved in the country [India], for he heard stories of
Bhatia merchants sailing in ships to establish trade—in Arabia and Africa”
(Dream, 7). Gokaldas became the first of his near relatives to travel to East
Africa, where he became a successful trader. Mehta observes that “His exam-
ple served me a good incentive and filled my mind with thoughts of sea
travel” (Dream, 8), the consequence of which is that Mehta himself becomes
enchanted by the sea:

I felt as if the sea was my old friend and sat for hours watching the blue
expanse of the sea that swelled and sparkled...The sea had a great hold
upon my imagination and I watched it with peculiar emotion that never
got stale with the passing of the years... Young man after young man left
Visavada to go abroad. And I felt miserable and lonely when I went to the
seashore. The call of the sea was already inviting my imaginative self to
go to the other shore.

(Dream, 17)

Whether or not in recalling the happenings and events of his youth, the
elderly Mehta imbues them with a kind of poeticism that would not have
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occurred to him during his youth is a moot point. What is clear is that
by the time his formal education comes to an end, he is well-equipped to
cause mischief at home, which is exactly what he does. His sense of mis-
chief is seen in his admiration of the Mahers (or Mers), a community in
Saurashtra with a reputation for their martial traditions and who were gen-
erally regarded as outlaws in his time. Even in the 1950s, when he was in his
sixties, Mehta continued his juvenile fascination with the Mahers, whom he
used as strongmen to break a communist-led strike at his Maharana Textile
Mills—thus sowing the seeds of the culture of political violence that per-
sists in Gujarat into the first decade of the twenty-first century, largely at
the instigation of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).® What
is perhaps most striking about Mehta’s fusion of longstanding Indian nar-
ratives of adventure and more recent colonial stories of exploration and
manliness is the insight it provides into how capitalism was indigenized,
and western technology domesticated, in the cultural imagination of lead-
ers of Indian capitalism like Mehta himself. By summoning the authority
of Vedic texts in justification of modern trans-oceanic trade, Mehta and his
ilk would not only assure themselves that they remained good Hindus—
in spite of their crossing of the Kala Pani, by dint of which they ought to
have lost their ritual purity—but also manage to recruit Hindu “tradition”
for “modernity”. Indeed, it is this tension between heritage and novelty
that lies at the heart of contemporary right-wing Hindu politics in India,
as is captured in a T-shirt logo made in India: “From Om to Atom!” The
logo, which can be read in rather ambivalent ways, both mocks BJP’s obses-
sion with a “Hindu” atomic bomb, a dream the party realized in 1998, and
draws attention to the kind of split consciousness that makes it possible to
celebrate ancient traditions of worship (as embodied in the chant “Om”)
while also effectively partaking in a modern technology with non-Hindu
antecedents that may, following BJP logic, be decried as un-Hindu. It is a sim-
ilar feeling of internal displacement that Mehta has to contend with in his
autobiography.

To quell his dream for adventure, and in keeping with cultural practices
of the time, Mehta is at the young age of 13 married off to a 12-year-old
girl whose name he does not bother to state when he first mentions her in
the text. Indeed, throughout the autobiography, he makes only the most
cursory references to her. Made to marry her against his wishes, he consoles
himself thus:

Right or wrong, I had certain ideas about those great men who succeeded
late in life. Discouraged by their married life, they many times left their
hearths and homes and turned out to be great adventurers...Perhaps
they transferred their loyalty to a higher cause, and used up their pent-
up energies in other fruitful fields which they liked more. A soft man
wedded to the life of a householder cannot sail the high seas, scale
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the tallest mountains and take up hazards that draw the attention of
the world.
(Dream, 29)

In 1900 when Mehta was only 13 and just a short time after his marriage,
his elder brother, who was at that point a trader in Madagascar, sent him an
invitation to go and serve him as a cook and shop assistant. Young Mehta
crosses the Indian Ocean for the first time in a dhow, without his young
bride, sailing from Bombay to Mombasa and then onward to Majunga in
Madagascar. Although steamships were already plying the route, he and his
party did not manage to find one in Bombay, hence the decision to make
the crossing in a dhow, a large wooden sea-going sailboat held together by
coconut twine, which offered greater flexibility than vessels held together
by metallic nails, which tended to be weakened by the corrosive sea water.”
Mehta’s story of his first crossing is crucial because, apart from this and his
first trip back to India, he does not mention using a dhow ever again in
the autobiography. His life story therefore stands at an important historical
cusp: those crucial years in which European technology relegated endoge-
nous technologies to a lesser role in the making of the Indian Ocean World,
which now melded into larger global networks made possible by European
colonial empires.

On the journey from Zanzibar to Majunga, the dhow in which Mehta was
traveling was hit by a violent storm and drifted at sea for several weeks;
indeed, it took the crew and passengers forty-six days to get to the island
of Mayotte (in the Comoros archipelago) twice the time it took the dhow
on the Bombay-Mombasa leg, which is considerably longer. In his autobi-
ography, Mehta squeezes meaning out of this episode, taking pains to show
how it shaped his personality, especially as one of the pioneers of capital-
ism in East Africa. The storm and the dhow become for Mehta a metaphor
for life itself: “life was not a bed of roses and no lotus-eaters would survive
when dangers arose, or death stared them in the face. “To live dangerously’
should be the motto of our youths and no pampering will carry them any-
where, since life demands courage and resourcefulness in moments of crisis”
(Dream, 44). This idea of the ocean as a builder of character and a laboratory
for the creation of a new kind of Indian is pursued in greater depth later
in the chapter. What the chapter would like to address at this point is how
Mehta reconciled his professed disdain for domestic life with the fact that
he was, whether he liked it or not, a married man with a home, a wife and
children, whom he hoped would carry on his legacy.

Although Mehta insistently cultivates in the autobiography the image of
a man who consciously freed himself from the limitations of being a live-
in husband, his wife did indeed join him in Uganda just before World War
I broke out in Europe. Up until this point in the autobiography, Mehta has
only mentioned his wife twice, on the second occasion saying simply that
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she was one of the many people he found in Gorana upon returning from his
first stint in East Africa. He says it in a rather matter-of-fact tone: “My wife
too was present” (Dream, 102). When she comes to join him at Kamuli,
Uganda, he describes her arrival and subsequent stay with him thus:

I called my family to live with me. With the coming of my wife our meals
were properly looked after; our worries for looking after the well-being
of our families thousands of miles away from Africa ceased and all of us
breathed a sigh of relief as we were free from domestic worries. That made
me more interested in my work and I devoted myself wholeheartedly to
my increasing business...I do not remember to have spent a whole year
with the members of my family during those hectic days.

(Dream, 113)

When Mehta’s first wife and his two cousins die in the post-War influenza
epidemic of 1918, he considers returning to India permanently, but soon
gives up this plan. However, when he returns to India for a brief visit,
he discovers that he has been betrothed to a 16-year old girl (about half
his age) without his knowledge, the match being made by a lawyer rela-
tive. Again, this becomes the cause of a withering broadside on domestic
life: “Domestic life spelt bondage for me, for my greatest joy was in busi-
ness...The news of my betrothal upset me a little, but after fifteen days of
restless musings I had to yield to the pressure of my dear old father and
other relatives of the family” (Dream, 142-143). Yet, in spite of these strong
statements of indifference to family life, his later years are marked by a
strong quest for respectability that frequently entails the attempt to leave
a legacy, not only for his children but also for India itself. It is no won-
der then, that like many patriarchs, a Last Supper-type group photograph
of himself—now an elderly 73-year old patriarch—and several members of
his family is included in the autobiography (opp. page 318). The picture—
which for East African readers in particular may be recognizably similar to
Jomo Kenyatta’s memorable last group photograph taken with members of
his family the day before his death—features the elderly patriarch sitting in
the front row with an infant, presumably one of his grandchildren, on his
lap. Seated next to the patriarch on the front row are his female relatives: his
wife, daughter and daughters-in-law. His sons and grandsons stand in the
back row.

Read against this clear attempt to convey the image of a respectable fam-
ily man, Mehta’s earlier claims of impatience with domestic life are shown
to be at best contradictory. Indeed, the gap between Mehta’s self-fashioning
through narrative as a permanent sojourner and the sense of homely com-
fort in the photograph draws significant attention to a core problem in
masculinities predicated on adventure and travel. Male traders like Mehta
may have come to believe in a myth of adventure while the reality was that
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they were still dependent on the domestic labor of women for their own
reproduction, a fact that the photograph in question brings into sharp focus.
However, Mehta was not, given his subscription to many of the “progres-
sive” political ideas circulating in his time, a thoroughgoing male chauvinist,
as the above might suggest. For instance, one of his most memorable contri-
butions to Porbandar, the city in which he lived later in life, was the famous
girls’ school he built there: the Arya Kanya Gurukul. However, even the very
act of women'’s empowerment that was built into the school project was shot
through with many contradictions. On the one level, the school sought to
provide education to girls who would previously have been denied oppor-
tunities for formal education on the basis of their gender. On another level,
even this goal of the Kanya Gurukul in retrospect seems rather conventional.
Mehta’s vision for the school as a modern and progressive home for “cultural
synthesis” is undermined by nationalist ideas about the role of women that
are striking in their conservatism. He outlines his hopes for the school and
girls’ education in the following manner: “I am sure, so long as women stick
to our mode of life and preserve our culture, a thousand winds of change
shall not affect the accumulated samskaras of Indian nation and a happy
synthesis of the East and the West will enliven our homes and enrich our
society through these sweeter, softer, yet brave ambassadors of our culture.”
Indeed, he sees it as “the duty of Aryan women to preserve, defend and con-
tribute to their rich culture” (Dream, 208). While as a man Mehta puts great
emphasis on his travels, thus suggesting that he is a “progressive agent of
national modernity ... embodying nationalism’s progressive, or revolution-
ary principle of discontinuity,” his vision for the Kanya Gurukul effectively
puts women in the position of “the atavistic and authentic body of national
tradition ... embodying nationalism’s conservative principle of continuity.”®
In regard to the ethos of the Gurukul, Savita Nair has observed that it is “rem-
iniscent of early social reform movements of late-nineteenth century India
that correlated the position of women with Indian civilization and societal
value, but had little to do with the actual upliftment or experience of women
themselves.”? The contradictions alluded to above arise out of Mehta’s exper-
imentation with a large set of eclectic ideas, which he assimilated without
much thought for their logical and political coherence—a consequence, per-
haps, of his improvisational approach to the problems with which he had to
grapple. Nonetheless, it is through such eclectic sets of ideas that so many
societies were built in the wake of colonial change, especially in the global
South. The tensions that arise in such contexts of apparently unmanageable
change and the creative human responses to them can be seen, equally, in
Mehta’s attempt to reconcile the contradiction between his desire as a major
intercontinental trader for a border-free world in which trade could proceed
unhindered and his position as a Hindu revivalist and Indian nationalist.
One of the contradictions faced by Hindu traders in their quest for com-
merce in the Indian Ocean world was the sea itself, the crossing of which
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came to represent the threat of impurity and the loss of caste. This fear
is well captured in the notion of the Kala Pani, the fearsome black waters
that made Hindu travelers outsiders in their own communities. The Kala
Pani theme has been famously elaborated in V. S. Naipaul’s writings on the
Indian diaspora in the West Indies and also found resonance in recent stud-
ies of the Indian diaspora in African countries.’® The fear of contamination
as posited in the idea of the Kala Pani was compounded by storms and
pirates, all of which made crossing the ocean in dhows a treacherous affair.
In his autobiography, Mehta writes about the ways in which travelers tried to
manage the threat of ritual pollution in the crowded dhows that often trans-
ported people from different communities and caste groups. For Hindus, the
maintenance of a place in the caste-structure while on transit came then
to depend on who cooked one’s food and who one ate together with. This
was initially an important issue for Mehta, who came from a strict Vaishnava
background, even though at the time of dictating his autobiography he came
to dismiss such practices as outdated:

Each one of the community groups cooked its own food and dined sepa-
rately for social injunction forbade one group to dine with the members
of another group. Today I see that there is hardly any justification for
holding to those lifeless traditions or pseudo-religious superstitions. Men
should treat their fellowmen as equals and develop a tolerant outlook
towards other people and their customs. Only good food hygienically
prepared and decently served is the prime necessity of modern times.
(Dream, 34)

Strictly speaking, Mehta as a member of the Kshatriya ought not to have
been bothered by the Kala Pani rule, which applied specifically to Brahmans.
However, in his time, increasing “Sanskritization and Brahman emulation
might have ensconced ideas about pollution from overseas travel even
among those groups that specialized in it... The latter seems plausible since
the Mehtas were not Brahmans, but certainly they were high caste Gujaratis
who emulated Brahmanical rituals and practices.”'! The core problem from
the vantage point of the Brahmanic tradition was that travel made one an
ex-centric, a threat to the very borders of the community. This was even
more so for those who traveled to Africa, which seemed to be at the very
limits of the known and the possible. This rather exotic image developed in
India in spite of the fact that knowledge about Africa was already implicit
in the Hindu pantheon, for instance the stories about Vaishnava saints that
Mehta encounters as a young boy, which contain references to a “negro-
saint” (Dream, 24). The latter might be a reference to Bava Gor, a fifteenth
century Sufi of African origin and to whom members of the African diaspora
of India—the Sidis—continue to offer songs of devotion several centuries
later.!? Although Mehta’s reference to the “negro saint” is only cursory, it
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points to a long history of African contact with India, which is denied in
the understanding of Africa as the very limits of the known and a poten-
tial source of pollution. So deep is the fear of ritual pollution that when
Mehta returns to India for the first time from Africa, he has “to go for
purificatory rites to Nasik [to dip into the sacred river Gudavari], for all
those who crossed the high seas and went to foreign lands were required
to cleanse themselves and expiate their pollution according to custom”
(Dream, 107-108). Nonetheless, even traveling within India itself posed sig-
nificant threats of ritual pollution, as is the case when Mehta travels to the
largely Tamil-speaking city of Madras, where Hindi was not well-known. Due
to the language barrier and the misunderstandings that inevitably arise in
such encounters Mehta, a fastidious vegetarian, is served a fish dish by “a
tall, fat, dark-complexioned cook” (Dream, 106), which results in a physical
fight between the two. In the passage in which Mehta narrates the Madras
encounter, he remains largely oblivious of his own color and caste preju-
dices of the kind he castigates elsewhere in the autobiography. The violent
encounter with the Tamil man becomes for Mehta a good reason for the
development of “one lingua franca in which people can communicate with
each other in all parts of the country” (Dream, 107).

In what would seem like a rationalization for his ritual transgressions,
Mehta frequently falls back to his background as a member of the warrior
caste, the Kshatriya. This is his way of claiming that travel and adventure is
expected of him and that by traveling he is merely acting out his duties and
destiny as a Hindu “warrior who was habituated to dangerous situations”
(Dream, 150). Indeed, he seeks to lend legitimacy to his cross-oceanic travel
by citing the precedent of the “devout pilgrims and sadhus who moved from
place to place and echoed the age-old urge to wander incessantly in search
of enlightenment” (Dream, 57). His conversations with the holy men soon
make him envious of their freedom. However, in contrast to the holy men
whose traveling has little economic motive, he uses their precedence to jus-
tify his business ambitions: “why should a young man sit idle at home and
rest satisfied with what he had, when life was ready to offer so much, both
materially and spiritually? There could be no end to enterprise and adven-
ture and all talk of ‘peace’ and ‘contentment’ was nothing but empty talk”
(Dream, 57). I find these rationalizations of travel and modern change in
Mehta interesting for they draw attention to the ways in which novel devel-
opments in the subject’s life ultimately find justification in an ostensible
Hindu past. What, if anything, does any of this tell us about the role of
the notion of “cultural synthesis,” to which Mehta subscribed, in provid-
ing legitimacy to economic, political and cultural change in his time? In his
political stances, his funding of charities for the restoration of Vedic cul-
ture, his openness to new ideas, especially modern industrial technologies,
Mehta in some sense represents the Janus-face of Indian nationalism, which
largely fits novelist M. G. Vassanji’s characterization of India as a place of
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such “eclectic figures who have knowledge but are not always consistent.”
Vassanji says of such figures that:

They are partly Westernized and partly steeped in Eastern mysticism ... [a]
kind of mixture [that] is very Indian...you have all these contradictory
things going on. I am sure there are lots of people there who can quote
Marx or Hegel and then believe in something very traditional, probably
astrology, and that, I think, is very Indian.

Vassanji's assumption that openness to newness and a simultaneous yearn-
ing for the past is characteristically Indian is perhaps limited if we consider
that most nineteenth and twentieth century nationalisms could be said to
be constituted in more or less the same way—harking back to the past while
seeking to reform and modernize. This dual quality is seen in Mehta who,
even as he played a crucial role in the processes through which the interior
of East Africa was made subject to colonial modernity, pined for a lost past
in which “greed and stinginess was unknown [and no one] would ...dare
be a miser” (Dream, 12). The richer he became, the more he bemoaned
“modern materialism” (58) that had created a world so “full of artificial-
ity [that] one seldom comes across true love, devotion, heroism or sincerity
of heart” (316).

Mehta attempted to resolve the seeming conflict between his faith and
the reality of change and cultural contact in the Indian Ocean world in
two crucial ways. First, by what strikes me as an exaggerated anxiety about
cleanliness in Hindu shrines in the Indian sub-continent, which he visited
obsessively once he had become wealthy. As an elderly baron, his thinking
came to be dominated by a yearning for Hindu revival, in the face of what
he perceived as competition from other faiths: “The places are, of course,
very important and sacred but would they not be much more so if they were
a bit cleaner, a little more beautiful and still better administered? The holy
places of the Jains, the Buddhists, the Parsees and the Christians look more
inviting and cleaner” (Dream, 296). Second, he invoked notions of cultural
synthesis and embraced projects of religious reform as a way of tempering
the experience of displacement and change. Religious reform and revival was
meant to forge greater knowledge of old sacred texts while also moderniz-
ing the Hinduism in line with prevailing ideas about equality and freedom.
This simultaneous commitment to reform and cultural conservation was in
keeping with Mehta’s role as an active member of the Arya Samaj movement
in East Africa. Founded in 1875 by Dayananda Saraswati, the movement
tried “to appeal to western-educated Hindus by advocating the reform of
Indian culture and its synthesis with western education,” the assumption
being that “to assimilate their education successfully, the new Indian elite
had to accept, at least in some fashion, the European world view.”!* The
ideas promulgated by the Arya Samajists, alongside those propounded by
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the Brahmo Samaj movement and the Theosophical Society, were later to
provide a grammar for Hindu nationalism, at the core of which was what
Christopher Jaffrelot has called “strategic syncretism.”'> I consider Mehta'’s
embrace of the creed of cultural synthesis in the paragraphs that follow.

Mehta’s biography provides useful insights into how the experiences of
Indian migrants and travelers may have shaped their senses of India and its
possible futures. In the passages that follow, the chapter examines the senses
of belonging that Mehta came to cultivate as a consequence of his itinerant
life and what insights this might yield for our understanding of the effects of
migration on senses of Indian citizenship. What senses of cultural belonging
did he develop in the context of his life in a series of unfamiliar locations?
What kinds of communities did travel make possible and what lessons could
such new communities hold for India itself? In other words, what did a
life outside India mean for the emergent notions of Indian nationhood?
In thinking about the meanings of citizenship and belonging, I focus more
on their social rather than legal senses, a distinction that William Shack has
tried to establish in his discussion of the difference between societas and
civitas, with the former referring to the informal codes through which com-
munities determine who belongs and the latter referring to the domain of
the modern state with its legal codes for conferring citizen rights.'

Mehta was an avid traveler by any measure. It is remarkable that in an age
before transcontinental jet travel, he traveled to over 25 countries in Africa,
Asia and Europe. The list includes India itself—which he criss-crossed in his
numerous visits to Hindu shrines—Kenya, Uganda, Tanganyika, Zanzibar,
Madagascar, Mozambique, the Comoros, South Africa, Ethiopia, Egypt,
Ceylon, Malaya, Singapore, China, Japan, the Philippines, Hong Kong,
Britain, Italy, Germany Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden,
France, Mauritius and others. His travels inspired in him an increasing
attachment to a creed of ecumenical openness to new ways of looking at
the world, beyond those to which he had become accustomed in his ear-
lier days. It is no wonder then that he came to advocate the principle of
“cultural synthesis” in the autobiography. “Cultural synthesis” was a fairly
widespread concept in the twentieth century, especially in countries such
as Turkey, where it was first promoted by Ottoman thinkers,'” South Asia,
where it played a key role both in the political ideology of secularism and
in movements of religious reform such as Arya Samaj and Ismailism, and in
newly independent African countries in which it was commonly advanced
by writers such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o and Taban lo Liyong.'® In the African
case in particular, nationalist intellectuals saw the idea of “cultural synthe-
sis” as an effective way of establishing continuities with the past in the face
of modern change while not entirely missing out on the putative benefits of
colonial modernization.

The clamor for cultural synthesis can be read as an attempt, although
an anxious one, to provide grounding for nationalism in the face of vast
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changes that undermined claims to national cultures. Although there was
a lingering sense, among those who held to the creed of cultural synthesis,
that it was not possible to speak of unsullied national and ethnic cultures,
the claim to synthesis was an attempt to wrest modern change for nation-
alist projects. This kind of ambivalent affirmation of national belonging is
aptly captured in the song “Meera Joota Hai Japani,” composed by Shankar
Jaikishan and first sung by Mukesh Chand Mathur in Raj Kapoor’s famous
film Shree 420 (1955):

Mera joota hai Japani

Ye patloon hai inglistani

Sar pe lal topi roosi

Par bhi dil hai hindustani

My shoes are Japanese

And the trousers are English
The cap on my head is Russian
But my heart is Hindustani

(Indian)

Similarly, Mehta’s family would ascribe to him an ambivalent affiliation,
describing him in the foreword to the autobiography as “a lover of Indian
culture but. .. spiritually attached to the bountiful and fertile soil of Uganda”
(Dream ix). However, for Mehta, the possibility of any mutual cultural
exchange with East Africa was foreclosed by what he saw as a yawning civ-
ilizational gap between Africans and Indians. He describes Uganda as “the
land of bounty and eternal fertility, where I was free to do whatever I liked
and launch any new enterprise that would appeal to my restless and stub-
born selt” (71). However, this identification with the “soil” of East Africa
bypasses any identification with the people living there, who he regards as
foils for India in a hierarchy of civilizations:

...they led their innocent lives, made themselves one with nature and
frequented the surrounding forests for game. The traditional innocence
and child-like naivete of the first children of mother earth shone on
their face... They seemed not to care for the morrow and their life flowed
straight and natural like a simple stream, full and unsullied, without the
challenge of modern artificial civilization.

(Dream, 89-90)

So insistent is this kind of racial Othering of African society and geography
in the autobiography that Mehta states, in rather a matter-of-fact way that
“So powerful is the poison of snakes in Africa that their poisonous breath
or hissing is sufficient to kill a man” (132), which is reminiscent of the
one-horned rhinoceros that haunts the wilds of East Africa in Gunvantrai
Acharya’s Dariyalal.
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Having made very few references in his autobiography to the many
Africans he no doubt met in the interior of East Africa in his commercial
endeavors, Mehta reserves his reflections on cultural exchange and synthesis
for the East African coast and the Indian Ocean islands. Unlike the journeys
in the African interior, those with fellow South Asians across the ocean and
experiences of contact on the coasts and islands represent for him some-
thing that is both familiar—due to a long tradition of cultural exchange
with the Middle East and South Asia—and also something refreshingly new.
The human communities formed on the dhows, the coasts and the islands
were for Mehta a compelling experiment on what India itself could eventu-
ally become. For instance, shared adversity in dhows during the crossing of
the sea come to stand for an Indian sense of nationhood that is yet to be
realized, but that might be realized through caste reform:

When a ship sinks or a house catches fire or flood devastates a village, all
distinctions of caste and creed crash before the unexpected calamities and
the milk of human kindness flows from the hearts of those whom power,
pelf and position have divided only a few minutes before...I have come
to realize that there is no distinction between man and man and no one
should be considered low because of birth or position.

(Dream, 47)

When the dhow he is sailing in from Zanzibar to Majunga in Madagascar
gets caught up in a storm and accidentally lands on the shores of Mayotte
(in the Comoros Archipelago), the assistance the passengers and crew receive
from local people convinces Mehta that “The heart of man was full of love
for his fellowmen. A natural bond of affection would grow if power-mad
politicians and money-making merchants did not spoil and vitiate the love
of men” (48). Shared adversity in the context of the storm thus leads to
greater inter-communal cohesion and the dhow becomes for Mehta a sign
for a desired community in India itself. In Mauritius, in which the plan-
tation system had fostered an ecumenical spirit, Mehta is struck by what
he considers Hindu-Muslim unity: “they stayed like brothers and mixed
with one another in a dignified and brotherly way that befitted their great
culture and common national heritage” (Dream, 176). In consequence, he
yearns for similar “places in India where both communities could sit and
eat together and unite to fight a common disease by worshipping a local
deity” (177). It is no wonder, then, that the variant of Indian nationalism
propounded by Mehta’s associate, Mahatma Gandhi—who made the case
for the ending of untouchability, expanding women’s rights and fostering
communal amity in India—was in a significant way born in diaspora, in
the networks of trade, labor and religion in the Indian Ocean World. If, as
Isabel Hofmeyr has remarked, the history of the Indian diaspora “has until
recently been a story of one-way movement” that examines the movement
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of Indians to other parts of the world, an approach which ignores “questions
of what such migration means for India or what the intellectual formations
in the diaspora mean for developments back home,” Mehta’s autobiogra-
phy provides a useful resource for thinking about the impact of the diaspora
on India.”

Although a life of constant travel and the veneration of the Indian past by
the Arya Samaj—an invocation of a Hindu “Golden Age” as remarked upon
by Zavos®*—may explain Mehta’s marked nostalgia, such nostalgia did not
necessarily draw him into a rejection of new ideas. Indeed, openness to the
new remained a central creed for Mehta as members of his family note in
the “Foreword” where they write of “[his] eagerness to learn from the lives
and attitudes of others [which] reveal[s] a catholic outlook which is a recur-
ring note of his assimilative personality” (Dream xi). In spite of the unfair
competition he experienced from European firms in the Ugandan cotton
trade and the prejudices to which he was subjected as an Indian, he main-
tained a sense of openness to ideas and technologies from Europe, which is
at odds with Gandhi’s rejection of “modern” technology: “Although India
has enough to present to Europe, it would be more profitable for us to learn
as much as possible from them and add to India’s knowledge and experi-
ence” (Dream, 184). He expresses a similar sense of openness to Japan and
thinks highly of the Japanese model of modernization: “Japan was the first
to accept western science and industrial culture without losing its national
identity” (Dream, 229), a sentiment that is still echoed by contemporary Pan-
African nationalists like Oyekan Owomoyela.?! However, Mehta is careful to
add that “If India has much to learn from Europe, it has to beware of its
limitations also” (Dream, 189).

Given his experiences as a traveler and a trader dependent on open bor-
ders, Mehta came to express his skepticism about a “narrow nationalism
or sheer anti-colonialism” in favor of “a new humanistic culture” realizable
through the setting up of what he calls a “World state” (Dream, 96), a skep-
tical position that was taken in India in varying ways by Jawaharlal Nehru
and Rabindranath Tagore, and in East Africa by the Kenyan-Goan lawyer
John Maximian Nazareth.?? Even as he attended the meetings of the Indian
National Congress and sought audience with Gandhi, Mehta’s sense of the
world as a trader lured him to something more than India itself, even as
he acted to revivify Hinduism as a member of the Arya Samaj. In Mehta,
we therefore have an intriguing example of the kind of cultural contradic-
tion produced in the context of Indian Ocean travel and twentieth century
nationalism, in this case a Hindu revivalist who also yearns for citizenship
of the world: a global state.

As Dream Half-Expressed records, public projects and monuments that
Mehta funded with the proceeds of his businesses are scattered all over India
and East Africa. These evidences of his munificence embody Mehta’s con-
tradictions and indeed the Janus-face of nationalism in the global South,
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of which he presents a compelling example. At Mahatma Gandhi’s birth-
place in Porbandar, the capital city of Gujarat and only a short distance
from Mehta’s own birthplace, he built a memorial for Gandhi known as
Mahatma Gandhi Kirti Mandir as a sign of his own devotion to India and
as a showcase of Indian architecture. If Gandhi has come to represent in the
global popular imagination a tradition of anti-modernism, Mehta’s building
of The Nehru Planetarium in Porbandar stands as a testimony to Nehru's
modernist inclinations, which Mehta admired as an industrialist. The Arya
Kanya Gurukul, the school for girls that Mehta set up, and was run by his
daughter Santokben, “as a home of cultural synthesis...a new experiment
in women’s education” (Dream, 204-205) attests to Mehta’s nostalgic pre-
occupation with “Aryan culture” as well as a reformist desire for women'’s
emancipation in line with the teachings of the Arya Samaj movement. Inter-
estingly, the school was not attended by Indian girls alone but also by a small
number of black East African girls, as can be seen in a picture of the school
band that is included in the book. This raises questions about how black
African girls could preserve Aryan culture in line with the school’s mission.
Was this simply an exercise in cultural assimilation or is it better seen as an
attempt to forge cross-cultural understanding? Whatever the answer to these
questions may be, what is clear is that Mehta’s projects of Hindu revival were
shot through with paradoxes that arose from his restless experimentation.

In East Africa, in addition to building the Kampala Town Hall, a recre-
ational park, a library and what was to become a famous nursery school in
Mombasa, Mehta provided funds for the building of the Ugandan National
Theatre in Kampala, in service to an emergent national culture in Uganda.
Perhaps the most important of his East African public projects was the Royal
Technical College, Nairobi, which later became the University of Nairobi.
Mehta headed the Mahatma Gandhi memorial Committee, formed in 1949
shortly after Gandhi’s assassination and made up mostly of East African
Indian businessmen, which raised money for the building of the college.
The college itself was meant to be a showpiece and “a foundation...for
inter-racial co-operation and scholarship” to which “all were invited to
study .. .irrespective of caste, community or colour” (Dream, 260).

Although the long history of East Africa’s interaction with India was given
serious scholarly attention in the 1960s and 70s, during much of the follow-
ing two decades, little emerged that extended such earlier studies. As such,
Mehta’s story as one of the key figures that straddled the history of mod-
ern India and East Africa has remained under-examined. What is certainly
clear from recent scholarship on the Indian Ocean World is that scholarly
knowledge of both East Africa and India is impoverished by approaches that
do not take seriously processes of exchange across national and continental
borders.? In a famous passage in Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses, the
character Whiskey Sisodia stutters that “the trouble with the Engenglish is
that their hiss hiss history happened overseas, so they do do don’t know
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what it means.”?* Could it also be said of Indians that they do not fully
understand their history because a substantial aspect of it happened in
Africa, just as East Africans may not fully understand their past because some
of it happened in India, or worse, sank to the bottom of the Indian Ocean?

It is interesting that the street on which Mehta built his textile factory, the
Maharana Mills in Porbandar, came to be called Uganda Road. In important
ways, Uganda forms part of the history and imaginative landscape of Gujarat
and vice versa. This notwithstanding the fact that Mehta'’s legacy in Uganda
remains at best controversial, as can be seen in the description in Okot
p’Bitek’s Lak Tar (White Teeth in its English translation) of labor conditions
in Uganda’s sugar plantations and in the riots that followed the govern-
ment’s granting of Mabira forest to the Mehta Group in 2007 so that the
latter could expand its sugarcane plantation. It is abundantly clear that—in
spite of his long residence in East Africa and his toying with ideas of cultural
synthesis—India, Gujarat and Hinduism remained Mehta’s primary loci of
identification. Africa as Nair has observed was for him, and several of his con-
temporaries, “an invisible palate on which Indians and Europeans painted
the scene.”?® Nonetheless, his long African residence invites questions about
the submerged stories of Indian-African interaction in history. What could a
historian of Uganda learn from the archives of Gujarat? What could a critic
of Gujarati writing glean from a study of Ugandan literature? A whole lot
of interesting possibilities would be opened by studies that attempt to look
beyond national borders and to reach beyond the conventional borders of
the mind that continue to limit the ways scholars in the humanities conduct
their work. Indeed, in Mehta’s autobiography, such borders take a special sig-
nificance for their power to deny shared histories. As he says at the end of
the autobiography, “Though I have often traveled to Africa and contributed
humbly to its development, the irony of fate is that I have not earned any
citizenship rights there, for I could never stay for a continuous period of five
years in Africa as demanded by law” (Dream, 317). Readers of the autobiog-
raphy are likely to take his professed humility with a pinch of salt, but on
the problem of borders, he does make a compelling point that is critical for
those working on the histories of India and Africa.
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Gastropolitics and Diasporic
Self-Writing

What people eat or drink provides in East African Asian literature what
may be called, following Arjun Appadurai, “a peculiarly powerful semiotic
device.”! Not only do food and drink evoke in members of immigrant Asian
communities a sense of their past in the wake of multiple migrations into,
within and out of East Africa, they are also a powerful index of a sense of
security and belonging, or the feeling of being cast adrift in strange new
worlds. On the one hand, what the immigrant characters in the literature
eat or drink may indicate their resistance to the dominant systems that try
to assimilate them, while on the other hand it may act as a sign of their
capitulation to undesired cultural influences. Some of the most caustic of
the insults in the literature are those that refer to the gastronomic habits
of individuals, religious groups and even racial ones. Food in this literature
marks the borders between communities and for that very reason also acts as
one of the most important ways of building bridges between hitherto hos-
tile groups: to adapt to the culinary practices of others and to accept their
food becomes a profound gesture of recognition. For the migrant Indian
communities in the literature, to cook food that is conventionally labeled
“Indian” may be a way of assertively occupying spaces to which they have
migrated, just as it may be frowned upon by others as a sign of cultural iso-
lationism. So large does food loom in Indian East African writing that, at
certain moments, it approaches the status of a substitute for writing itself:
to remember a recipe and to produce in one’s kitchen the dish to which it
refers—indeed to recall in a new time or place a taste one once savored in
another time and place—is to demonstrate cultural memory and to “write”
oneself into history. Following this logic, those who are unable to tell their
pasts through oral storytelling or writing might as well animate such pasts
in the present through the material agency of food and the acts that go into
its preparation and enjoyment. The latter is especially true of women who,
traditionally discouraged from public eloquence, find a grammar for public
discourse in food preparation or the remembering of recipes passed down by
those gone before. In short, food in Indian East African writing “encode(s] a
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complex set of social and moral propositions” that merit more than casual
scrutiny.?

Before getting into an examination of the semiotic role of food and drink
in Indian East African writing, a brief discussion of uses of the gastronomical
and the culinary in the wider field of African writing is necessary. Food and
eating have most memorably appeared in African literature and popular cul-
ture as metaphors for political corruption, the greedy acquisition of material
goods and the social inequality engendered by greed in both the colonial and
post-independence eras. References to the gastronomical and the culinary
are numerous in African writing, yet these have largely served as adjuncts
to privileged themes such as post-independence cultures of corruption and
urban poverty.? Some of the most memorable of such references are those
about fat-bellied and flatulent men, politically well-connected figures who
have used their influence to “eat well” at the expense of the suffering masses
of the people as in Ayi Kwei Armah’s The Beautiful Ones are Not Yet Born
(1968), Ngugi wa Thiongo’s Devil on the Cross (1982) and Francis Imbuga’s
play Betrayal in the City (1976).* In other notable instances, food is used as
an index of gender power, as in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958)
where Okonkwo’s masculine prowess is linked to his success in the farming
of yams, a manly crop in the pre-colonial world of the Igbo. In Ferdinand
Oyono'’s The Old Man and the Medal (1956) the scene of failed commensal-
ity at the colonial prize-giving ceremony is used to make commentary on
the futility of the French policy of assimilation in Cameroon, a policy into
which old man Meka has bought naively. Indeed, much of post-colonial
African writing, focused as it has been on the urgent problems of decolo-
nization, nation-formation and post-independence political repression, has
rarely focused on food in its ordinariness, in the labor that goes into the pro-
duction of its ingredients, the ways and means through which it is prepared,
the way it mediates social relationships or even quite simply the pleasures
that it gives. The literature of African decolonization has, with few excep-
tions, relegated food to the status of local color, material culture props that
serve mostly to make narratives believable, or simply as a metaphor for the
high politics of the state.

However, in the literature by a recent group of African writers, into which
the authors examined in this chapter fall, mundane facts of daily life have
come to occupy a place greater than that accorded to them in the largely
ascetic and singularly serious-minded writing of decolonization. Saying this
is not to suggest a categorical break between supposed generations of African
writers, but merely to signal to the way in which contemporary African writ-
ing has extended upon the concerns elaborated in the earlier literature of
decolonization, filling many of its gaps and generally lending to images of
lived African experience a quality much more textured and varied than the
monotones presented in the older, classical texts of decolonization.’ This
focus on the ordinary can be seen especially in the work of African writers
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in the diaspora, for whom ordinary objects of material culture such as food
evoke powerful links with places left behind and for whom cuisines provide
the grammar for rendering the experience of loss and longing.® Such is the
case with the Nigerian novelist Chris Abani, whose story of a displaced boy
in the slum-yards of Lagos in Graceland (2004) is interspersed with recipes
passed to him by a mother now dead. Cast adrift in the harsh conditions
of a Lagos slum-life, he finds comfort through remembering a dead mother
whose recipes call to his mind the certainties of a domestic life for which he
yearns. In this chapter, attention is directed not to representations of food
in African literature as such, but more specifically to the place of food in the
literature by Indian East African writers.

The present chapter seeks to account for the centrality of food as mate-
rial reality and symbol in this body of writing, showing how and why it
is particularly salient in the writers’ imagination of the Indian presence in
East Africa. It aims to show why and how food mediates the experience
of displacement in the literature, in the process probing into the political
character of food, what Appadurai calls “gastro-politics.”” What does the
symbolism of food tell us about conflicts between Africans and Indians, and
in what way does food enable the writers to imagine a world beyond such
conflicts? How, for instance, does food act as a marker of the changing social
status of Indian East Africans in the immigrant journeys that take them
through colonial and post-colonial East Africa, and their eventual second
migrations to Europe and North America? How does food, in literary senses,
encode histories of resistance, accommodation and also cultural exchange
in contexts marked variously by racialism, violence, communal expulsions
and inequality? Why do the writers find in food a useful tool for mediating
personal and communal stories, making it in the process an important focus
of feelings of nostalgia, loss and longing? How do food and drink inscribe
communal boundaries or act as indices of social status, personal character or
even gendered power? The chapter explores the concerns above by examin-
ing the writings of three key figures in Indian East African writing: Yasmin
Alibhai-Brown, Jameela Siddiqi and M. G. Vassanji.

Born in Kampala in 1949, Yasmin Alibhai-Brown left Uganda in 1972 to
join her fiancé in Britain. Her family which, like many Indian East Africans
of the time held British citizenship, had earlier been forced to leave Uganda
to a Britain that was also unwilling to accept them. Alibhai-Brown, who was
at the time reading for her undergraduate degree at Makerere University,
was not expelled together with her family but was left behind in a country
characterized by growing anti-Indian hostility from General Idi Amin’s mil-
itary government. A few weeks after her marriage in Britain later in 1972,
an expulsion order was issued by Amin that forced the remaining Indians
to leave Uganda. Alibhai-Brown, who has since risen to become a journal-
ist, public commentator of note, a key figure in British anti-racist activism
and scholarship and a recipient of a knighthood from the queen of England
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(which she later spurned) only returned to Uganda for a brief working visit
in 1994, to a country much different from the one she had known. She
is the author of, among others, two autobiographies that are the subject of
this analysis. The first is No Place Like Home (1995), a straightforward piece in
which she tries to come to terms with and to verbalize the intense feelings
engendered by her long and enforced exile from the country of her birth.
At the end of the book, she states her wish for an eventual return to Uganda.
In The Settler’s Cookbook: A Memoir of Love, Migration and Food (2008) Alibhai-
Brown is more skeptical about the possibility of recovering the home that
she has lost. Here, she dismisses the possibility of return to Uganda, having
come to terms with the fact of her unsettled life in Britain, in a post-911
context marked by growing anti-Asian and anti-Muslim sentiment. This sec-
ond memoir is much more experimental than the first, for it doubles as
a cookbook. Alibhai-Brown associates important moments in her life story
with particular foods that act as a reminder of the moments thus recalled.
In many ways, this magnifies and adds to the more cursory references to
food in No Place Like Home, giving them a degree of visibility that they do
not have in the first autobiography. Food, in this sense, cannot be seen as a
mere add-on to Alibhai-Brown'’s telling of displacement and nostalgia, but as
the very focus and subject of nostalgia, given “its capacity to mobilize strong
emotions.”® Questions could indeed be raised, as Vikram Doctor has done, as
to whether she needs “the props of recipes to tell her story.”® Doctor himself
answers this question when he says, citing C. S. Lakshmi, that for women
“unused to expressing themselves, but very used to cooking, getting them
to talk about their food was a way to get them to talk about their lives.”
Although Alibhai-Brown herself, as an established writer, may not need food
as a prop in order to tell her personal story, she is not simply telling her
story alone but that of the many women who passed down their recipes
to her, most notably her mother Jena. Food, in her work, is then a potent
vehicle for the scripting of what may be called communal autobiography or
auto-ethnography.

Jameela Siddiqi, a contemporary to Alibhai-Brown, was a student at
Makerere University in 1972 when the order came through from Gen-
eral Idi Amin that all Asians must leave Uganda. She has since lived in
Britain where she has pursued a career as a television documentary producer,
developed a reputation as a leading critic-cum-producer of Indian classi-
cal music and more recently as a novelist. Like many ex-Ugandan Indians
compelled to leave after Amin’s expulsion order, she has expressed her fear
that going back to Uganda, even for a brief visit, would be too painful to
countenance, that returning would evoke strong feelings she would not
wish to confront.’® Writing is a way in which she tries to come to grips
with the tortured connection with a place left behind, one to which return
has become impossible, in spite of the policy of the Uganda government
since the late 1980s to recognize the citizenship and property claims of
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the expelled Asians. Her first novel The Feast of the Nine Virgins, which
is discussed in this chapter, is an intercontinental and multi-generational
saga about life in an Asian community in an East African country called
Pearl in the 1960s before their expulsion (the name Pearl is an allusion to
Winston Churchill’s famous declaration in 1907 that Uganda was “the pearl
of Africa”). The movement occasioned by the expulsion, among other fac-
tors, lies at the heart of the question with which the novel begins: “Born
in Bombay, raised in Mombasa, married in Kampala, educated in London,
worked in Tehran, lived in New York, then Stuttgart, then Hong Kong and
then died in Vancouver. Where was this person actually from? Where is any-
one from these days?” (1).!! The “Pearl” plot is woven together with another,
set in London in the 1990s, in which a movie is being made about a nine-
teenth century Indian courtesan spurned by a haughty classical musician
named as the Grand Ustad (“He Who Lights up the Universe”) with whom
she was obsessed. The movie in question is funded by a rich man, once a
lowly shopkeeper in Pearl, who insists that the producer makes a certain
Bollywood actress feature in the film as the courtesan. As the novel comes
to its Bollywood-style denouement, the characters involved in the making
of the film come to realize their many lines of connection with each other
and with the historical personalities in the film. Against the background of
the riddles about identity and place spelled out in this highly experimental
novel, food acts as one of the rare sources of existential certainty and thus
an object of insistent nostalgia.

This chapter also focuses on Vassanji’s second novel No New Land (1991)
for, of his eight major works of fiction to date, it is the one that uses cuisine
most extensively as a symbol and as an ordinary part of Indian East Africa
culture. Reference is also made in this chapter to his first novel, The Gunny
Sack (1989), which provides a dense and compelling portrait of the Indian
presence in East Africa from the pre-colonial to the post-colonial period, and
makes several important references to food. Discourse on food in The Gunny
Sack is a particularly poignant index for cultural politics in the Indian com-
munities of Tanzania, among whom Vassanji was raised in the late colonial
and early post-colonial period.

Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, like other Asian East African writers such as
Vassanji and Tejani, has written literary accounts of the Asian experience
in East Africa against a background in which the writing of communal his-
tories was seen either as an idle, or a dangerous, pursuit. In the prologue to
The Settler’'s Cookbook, she notes that “Fast African Asians have been wary
of written words and records which, once set down, can hold you to ran-
som, come and get you.”'? She notes that shortly after her mother’s death
in London after a long period of staying in the UK, relatives warned her
not to write about her family’s history because it would only “bring them
shame” (Settler’s, 13). Furthermore, for “practical, enterprising folk,” as she
describes her diasporic Asian community, “artistic expression or the life of
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the imagination is thought a foolish waste of time” (14). Indeed, members of
the community who seek careers as writers are usually met with the follow-
ing question: “Can you eat books or put them in bank?” (14). This question is
particularly interesting for the way it is premised on a competitive relation-
ship between what is regarded as the idle, fancy pursuit of mere literature
and the more immediate, survivalist need to earn one’s food. It is with such
in mind that Alibhai-Brown seeks to be one of the “keepers of our stories”
(Settler’s, 14). If the pursuit of food is, at least in popular consciousness, wor-
thier than writing, Alibhai-Brown seeks as a chronicler of communal history
to enlist food in the disparaged work of writing and historiography.

In her two autobiographies, No Place Like Home and The Settler’s Cookbook,
food is figured primarily as an instigator of memory and an object of nos-
talgia, in the face of the historical expulsion of Ugandan Asians in 1972.
Food serves a mnemonic function in her life-writing for its unique ability
to remind those who have migrated to new places of past episodes and the
places they have left behind. The “mnemonic utility” of food, as Appadurai
calls it, is given expression in the strong associations Alibhai-Brown makes
between her childhood in Uganda and the variety of foods she had while
there.!* The brooding sense of melancholy that marks the two autobiogra-
phies is strongly focused on the tropical landscape of Uganda, for which
she expresses a longing she realizes she cannot fulfill, except through the
recreation of Asian-Ugandan food in the UK. She associates her Ugandan
childhood with sharp and distinctive tropical flavors: “slices of sour, unripe
mangoes dipped into a concoction of chilli powder, salt, sugar and Eno’s
Fruit Salt” (Settler’s, 5). Indeed, the terroir of Uganda and the flavors it lends
to food stands in contrast to what she regards as the plain and under-
stated flavors of British food: “there was something special in Ugandan soil
and water” (27). In contrast to the “quiet subtleties of English vegetation”
which translate into equally subtle food stands “the wildness of the trop-
ics” with its out-of-control flavors.'* Being able to reproduce the tropical
cuisine of Indian Ugandans in Britain therefore becomes an important mea-
sure of cultural and emotional survival. Indeed, it is the latter that explains
Alibhai-Brown'’s choice in the course of her flight from Uganda in 1972 to
take along with her “old pots and pans to England” (Settler’s, 3). Just like
the mementoes that she carries in her handbag—old photographs, extracts
from the Koran, an old hanky that wiped her tears on her wedding day and
so on—the pots and pans can be read as part of “an exile’s survival kit”
(Settler’s, 2).

However, in the face of the exile’s melancholy, Alibhai-Brown observes
that eating becomes more than a means of survival; the voracious consump-
tion of food by the Indian immigrants—just like the “feral sex” (Settler’s,
292) in which some Indian Ugandan expellees indulged in the psychedelic
1970s—comes to stand for a desired sense of freedom, a break from the sen-
sual restraint often associated with Indian life in East Africa, a losing of the
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displaced self in pure sensation. There is, for instance, the decadent “Carrot
Halva,” a sweet confection whose recipe is included in the memoir. Made of
grated carrots, butter, powdered full-cream milk, full-cream fresh milk, gran-
ulated sugar, cardamom seeds and sultanas, “Carrot Halva” gives an intense
“sugar rush” (293), a temporary salve to the sadness of displacement. For
Alibhai-Brown, this sweet confection marks out memories of a particular
time in Britain in the wake of her departure from Uganda, a time in which
the Indian expellees expressed pain through self-abandonment and rampant
consumption. “Carrot Halva” can be seen, following Julia Kristeva’s essay on
the melancholic imaginary, as one of “suffering’s pleasures,” an expression
of “lugubrious intoxication,” in the sense that it encodes an ambivalent state
of “dejection-exultation” on the part of the Indian expellees. Through food,
the exile is able to turn suffering into an object of sensual pleasure, a strange
combination that is, in Kristeva’s terms, at the heart of “epochs of crisis,”
in which the grieving subject is driven both by narcissism and a desire for
self-evisceration.' Indeed, as Vikram Doctor has noted in his review of The
Settler’s Cookbook, “Cooking is a therapy, a way of escaping life’s insecurities
by the small, but sure means of making a recipe work.”®

To state that the decadent pursuit of pleasure is a key strategy through
which the Ugandan Indian expellees cope with life in their early days in
Britain in Alibhai-Brown'’s The Settler’s Cookbook is not to deny the role she
assigns to the conspicuous consumption of food among the Indians before
their expulsion from Uganda. In her two memoirs, she shows that the intri-
cate pattern of everyday Indian life in Uganda—including notions of gender,
power, class, social status, morality, religious devotion, personal character
and belonging—is in one way or another focused on food, making it possible
to put the culinary and the gastronomical at the heart of a communal auto-
biography. In the early days of the colonial period, before the post ~-World
War II era of affluence, as the immigrants struggled to make a living as small
business owners or employees in the various sectors of the colonial econ-
omy, the staple foods were of a measly type, with dried beans, pulses and
rice being the key ones. As Alibhai-Brown shows in The Settler’s Cookbook, the
laboring “coolies” who built the Uganda Railway (“The Lunatic Express”) at
the cusp of the twentieth century were restricted to a narrow diet compris-
ing, among others, simple dishes such as “Posho and Rice,” “Khichri” and
“Rotlo.” This was a time before vegetables and fruits known to the immi-
grants were widely cultivated in the interior of East Africa, meaning that
they had to use what was available locally or otherwise make do with mea-
ger portions (indeed, the Swahili name posho is derived from the English
“portion”) of dried, long-life food provided to the Indian laborers by the
railway-building authorities. The austere “Posho and Rice”, for instance, is
made of boiled kidney beans or the speckled pink beans commonly found
in East Africa, red onions, all of which are fried in groundnut oil, seasoned
with salt and chillies, and then served with rice. Khichri, also associated with
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the indentured laborers who built the railway, is another simple dish, made
of unhulled moong dhal (a green bean/lentil), butter, pudding rice, season-
ing and served with condiments such as yoghurt or milk. Alibhai-Brown
recalls that her dying mother received several boxes of this mushy, com-
fort food on her deathbed. To an immigrant community that later comes to
attain affluence and a high social status, relative to their poor railway-worker
forebears and to the African majorities, it is interesting that such recipes as
those for Khichri and “Posho and Rice” are given fond treatment by Alibhai-
Brown. A good explanation for this riddle is Appadurai’s observation that
the proliferation of Indian cookbooks in contemporary times is not only a
middle-class phenomenon through which a national “polyglot culture” is
instituted, but that such cookbooks also “belong to the literature of exile, of
nostalgia and loss.”'” Cuisines that would otherwise be discarded for their
peasant or working-class associations are recuperated precisely because the
scenes of peasant and working-class life have been left behind—and because
any such recuperation serves to provide foundational myths that hold the
immigrants together in their present (dis)location.

In an important sense, Alibhai-Brown’s memoirs smooth over the con-
tradictions in immigrant Indian life in Uganda, even as she also registers
moments of contestation and difference within the expatriate communi-
ties. She shows for instance, how food, its preparation and the manner
of its consumption are powerful semiotic indices of gendered and class
power. If women were generally denied public roles through limited for-
mal education and their domestication, they turned the domestic work of
food selection and preparation as a gendered province for their own self-
expression. In The Settler’s Cookbook, the author’s mother, Jena, may have
her horizons severely limited by the fact that she is not fluent in English and
has had little formal education. However, she makes up for those narrowed
horizons by using food as a strategic device to garner social influence, an
approach that her more assertively feminist daughter sees as “more effective
than the shouty tactics advocated by the sisterhood” for, indeed, “Every-
one, even a feminist, loves a wife” (Settler’s, 312). The burden placed on
women to reproduce the immigrant community socially through the prepa-
ration of “traditional” food is turned into a resource by the women who
take control of kitchens. Such women personify what Brinda Mehta calls “a
paradox of positionality” in that they “[display] complete autonomy in the
kitchen on one hand, while being enlisted to ensure cultural permanence
as a means of safeguarding the interests of the group.”!® It is this paradox
identified by Mehta in her study of female identity and creative cooking in
Indo-Trinidadian fiction that is also at the heart of gastro politics in Indian
East African writing. Although women in the literature have agency in regard
to the preparation and allocation of food within their households, this
very kitchen work puts them in a subordinate position relative to men,
who with few exceptions take priority when food is served. The treatment
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of male children in this way is instructive: “The coconut was broken, its
sweet, cloudy juice drained into a glass which always went to the favourite
child in the extended family, always a boy, always overweight and a bloody
nuisance” (Settler’s, 3). Alibhai-Brown paints a similar picture in her first
autobiography, No Place Like Home: “Her [the author’s mother, Jena] joy
revolved around cooking my brother’s favourite food and watching him
devour it even if it was two o’clock in the morning” (Settler’s, 17). Female
subjectivity comes to be understood in terms of self-sacrifice, whose main
tenet is the willingness to serve men, for indeed, “Having a man and his sons
making impossible demands on you defined you as a proper woman” (42).
It is such cultural expectations about female behavior that, in part, explain
Alibhai-Brown’s stated ambivalence about her first marriage, in the course
of which a brother-in-law would demand fresh chappatis (a flat, unleavened
bread of north Indian origin) at ten in the evening (Settler’s, 79).

In Alibhai-Brown’s memoirs, as the Indian immigrants in late colonial and
early post-independence Uganda drift away from the poverty and hardship
that was generally part of their early life in East Africa, so does their cui-
sine expand to include items of luxury. Those who were, like the author,
born in the economic boom that followed the Second World War come to
be called “mtamu mototo in Swahili,” literally “sugar children ... stuffed with
the sweet foods believed to be essential for a happy childhood” (Settler’s, 6).
In No Place Like Home, she recalls her mother’s pride in raising “a podgy baby,
replete with expensive Cow & Gate milk” (39), a consumer brand name that
for a displaced community is likely to evoke nostalgia for an irrecoverable
time and place. In these and other passages, so central is food to the immi-
grants’ sense of their history that it distinguishes different generations in
their varying experiences of indulgence and hardship. If in the early years
of Indian residence in Uganda “food expressed both desperate nostalgia and
hardship” (Settler’s, 16) in later years it comes to express both a sense of
material comfort and the insecurities that come with being part of a highly
visible and affluent minority. If “[h]appiness then was eating a mango”
(16), it later comes to consist of “[f]lab on the body...one more symbol
of gathering affluence and growing importance” (No Place, 6). This kind of
extravagant display of comfort is especially pronounced in the late colonial
and early post-independence period (1950-1972), a time during which many
in the community measure each other’s class status on the basis of “the
amount of ghee floating on top of curries—[of which] less than two inches
made you low class” (Settler’s, 141). At the moment of the memoir’s script-
ing, Alibhai-Brown observes that such reckless profligacy would render the
offender “low class beyond redemption” (141). However, even in the earlier
days in which fat-laden dishes were de rigueur, a small minority among the
Indian immigrants who were in the professions—teachers, lawyers and civil
servants—and even students taught by European teachers, tended to turn
away from what they saw as the crass habits of poorly educated shopkeepers
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who were in the majority. The author recalls that as a young snob educated
in the English grammar school tradition of the colonial period, not only
did she consider herself a scholar of Shakespeare who could make “authen-
tic” English apple pies “and Victoria sponges as light as kites” (30), but was
also repelled by the “crowd of desis [true natives of India] who speak Indian
English and behave like villagers on a bus” (30). If major post-colonial writers
such as Chinua Achebe and V. S. Naipaul have drawn attention to the role of
language and landscape in colonial alienation—both showing how subjects
educated in the colonies came to understand the aesthetic purely in terms of
English literature and the objects depicted therein—Alibhai-Brown comple-
ments this earlier work by showing how alienation (and the class aspiration
that informed it) was strongly focused on the culinary. These shifting indices
of social status, as Alibhai-Brown renders them, shed light on how aspects
of material culture are vehicles for telling personal or communal experience
and for the imagination of senses of selfhood.

As seen above, food in Alibhai-Brown’s work is a site of domination and
resistance. In The Settler’s Cookbook, she recalls how in neighboring Kenya,
then dominated by European settlers, Whites-Only enclaves often had
notices that read “Strong Smells Not Permitted” (102), a warning directed
specifically at Gujarati Indian immigrants whose cuisines featured intensely
aromatic spices. Readers of the Congolese writer Sony Labou Tansi may
be familiar with the notion of tropicalité (tropicalities) through which he
attempts to express what he regards as the excessive sensuality of life in the
tropics, the cut-throat politics of “Third World”regimes, and also the highly
idiosyncratic French that makes it possible for him to render in lively ways
the “historical, geographic, and sociocultural” realities of the tropics.'? In the
context of Alibhai-Brown’s memoirs, the notion of tropicality is deployed in
an ontological contest fought between the food cultures of Indian immi-
grants inured to tropical luxuriance and that of British colonizers intent on
enforcing temperate restraint and discipline: “The quiet subtleties of English
vegetation do not prepare you for the wildness of the tropics” (No Place, 6).
For her, therefore, food is a way of occupying colonial spaces assertively and
in her exiled life in Britain, a means for avowing her Indian heritage even as
she claims a sense of belonging in Britain. Indeed, she considers the making
and consumption of Indian cuisine in British streets and homes as a kind
of colonization in reverse, expressed poignantly when she makes one of the
heirs of the British Empire—her second husband—*“[fall] hopelessly in love
with us natives and their grub which [they] were so sniffy about” (Settler’s,
377). In the colonial Ugandan context, such assertion of the Indian pres-
ence in urban areas can be seen in the Indian cafes that “releas[ed] their
aromas on to the streets and our clothes” (172) and also in the dish called
“My Malodorous Packed Lunch” (175) that she insists on carrying to her
uppity school. It is also instructive that she reads the excessive consumption
of food by the Indian community in the early post-independence period as a
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sign of resistance against the acquisitiveness of the new African ruling elite,
a way of “eat[ing] up ... wealth before the blackies got to it” (194).

It is clear from the foregoing that in her memoirs, food inscribes bound-
aries between communities (be they economic, racial, ethnic and religious)
and also stands for different senses of selfhood. As Arjun Appadurai (1988)
has observed in relation to contemporary India, “Food taboos and prescrip-
tions divide men from women, gods from humans, upper from lower castes,
one sect from another. Eating together, whether as a family, a caste, or a
village, is a carefully conducted exercise in the reproduction of intimacy.
Exclusion of persons from eating events is a symbolically intense social
signal of rank, of distance, or of enmity.”?® In the Ugandan context of
Alibhai-Brown’s memoirs, this usage of food as a marker of difference and
sameness can be seen in the fear of contamination held by some Indian fami-
lies about black African domestic servants charged with the task of preparing
food. As immigrant Indian families became affluent in the late colonial
period, their demand for black domestic labor increased. This effectively
meant that older rules of commensality and ritualistic purity, especially
among caste-Hindus, that restricted the handling of food by Africans and
other non-caste members had to be relaxed. It is in the process of such
gradual changes that new human solidarities begin to emerge, as can be
seen in the wistfulness of Alibhai-Brown'’s tone when she recalls her family’s
African house-servant, Japani, who made up for his meager pay “by selling
his own distinct mango and lemon pickles” (No Place, 3) to Indian cus-
tomers in Kampala. In a final gesture of recognition, the departing Indians
from Amin’s Uganda “invited their servants to eat and drink with them at
their tables. Never happened before” (Settler’s, 280). As indicated later in
this chapter, it is such ordinary gestures of cross-cultural transaction that
make it possible for the author to imagine a shared humanity in the face
of the pervasive racial suspicion that led to the Ugandan Asian expulsion.
However, this is not to suggest that food consistently promotes cultural
and racial amity in Alibhai-Brown’s memoirs. Indeed, the foods associated
with different social groups are a significant source of hostility between such
communities within the Indian Ugandan diaspora. In No Place Like Home,
the author recalls how Hindu-Muslim tensions within the broader Ugandan
Indian community came to be expressed through what may be called food-
insults: “Shantaben Desai, before she absconded to India, would smile softly
and ask the Muslims not to cook their meat in a pressure cooker because
she threw up for hours afterwards and could not eat. Ma, who had little
respect for people who survived on a bloodless diet, would coldly say that
she too had felt nauseous when the dull, pervasive smell of dhal perme-
ated the building” (Settler’s, 75). As an observant Muslim, Alibhai-Brown’s
mother Jena distrusts the European teachers at her daughter’s school, dis-
missing them as foul-smelling pig eaters: “They not only smell different, she
claims, but they are hard-hearted men and women who put their babies into
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nurseries and their old people into nursing homes” (Settler’s, 81). Differences
in food culture are in such instances seen by the antagonists—in highly
comic and also tension-filled exchanges—as indicators of moral difference.
In the aftermath of the Indian Partition of 1947, tensions grew among the
Indian communities in East Africa, often finding expression in food insults,
as is also seen in M. G. Vassanji’s The Gunny Sack (145).

In addition to its delineation of the symbolic and moral boundaries that
divide communities, thus lending them their distinctiveness, gastronomic
choice plays a further role in Alibhai-Brown’s memoirs: that of shaping char-
acter. In exploring this dimension to gastronomy, Alibhai-Brown focuses on
one man who is central in the intimate context of her family life, her father
Kassim Damji, and two public figures who profoundly shaped Uganda’s post-
colonial history, Apollo Milton Obote and General Idi Amin. Of Obote, the
man who led Uganda to independence in 1962, Alibhai-Brown suggests
that his obsession with cleanliness and his overly formal ways of dining
represented a clinical bloody-mindedness and a disguised capacity for cru-
elty. Soon after Amin overthrew Obote as head of state in a coup d’ état of
1971, an old woman who cleaned rooms at Makerere University had warned
young Alibhai-Brown about taking Obote’s polished self-presentation at face
value: “Don’t ever trust a man who is too clean after he has eaten or killed”
(No Place, 146). She observes that, although more people were killed in the
course of Obote’s rule in Uganda than under Amin, “he did not appear
rough and obviously menacing like Amin did” (146). Obote’s studied sense
of refinement was apparent at one state banquet he hosted for Makerere
University students:

Obote was indeed terrifyingly ordered and tidy, especially when we were
eating in the vast and beautiful state banqueting room with cutlery and
crockery all inscribed as still Her Majesty’s. Young women in black dresses
and white aprons carrying soup tureens would visibly shake when they
approached him because he hated a drop of anything going astray.

(No Place, 148)

Amin, in contrast, was unrestrained and would joke even with those of a
lower social standing, such as students. Asked by Alibhai-Brown, then a stu-
dent leader, why there were no Indian recruits in the Ugandan army, Amin
who was then the army leader responded as follows: “Because we do not
eat chorocco [lentils] in the army. We are brave people, we Africans, we eat
red blood meat. You are not African” (Settler’s, 212). This response not only
presages the expulsion of the Indians by Amin, but also suggests a connec-
tion between his love for red meat and his reign of terror. Amin is in some
sense like the author’s uncle, Chacha Ramzan whose inhumanity suppos-
edly “came from the fact that he refused to eat vegetables” (No Place, 54).
In tribute to the general, loathed for his mass expulsion of the Indians and
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loved by some for making it possible for the refugees to flourish in other
lands, Alibhai-Brown includes in The Settler’s Cookbook a recipe she calls “Idi
Amin’s Favourite Exeter Stew” (241). The stew is not only an acknowledge-
ment of Amin’s bloody rule, but also a sly gesture at the hypocrisy of the
British colonial establishment that tutored Amin in cruelty then later held
him up as a figure of African buffoonery. In contrast to Obote, who ate ele-
gantly like the Englishman of stereotype and Amin, who did so voraciously,
the author’s father, had all his teeth removed when he reached the age of 40,
believing as he did that “eating was hardly a worthwhile human activity”
(No Place, 86). This left him unable to eat anything apart from egg on toast
and tea. Depicted by the daughter as a highly intelligent man alienated from
the practical-minded Indian communities of Uganda by his idealism and
bohemian streak, Kassim Damji failed in the many businesses in which he
tried his hand. Alibhai-Brown reports that when she visited Uganda briefly in
1994 on a journalistic assignment, an elderly Indian businessman who had
returned there to reclaim his confiscated property could not remember her
father. Upon suggesting to the elderly businessman that the reason for his
failure to remember Kassim Damji was because he was an exceptional failure
in business, the old man remarked thus: “My dear it was very difficult not to
make money here, to be a failure. Your father must have been a very special
man” (No Place, 89). I draw specific attention to the case of Kassim Damji
because it highlights the connection Alibhai-Brown forges between appetite
and the will to live as a specific character trait. Kassim Damiji’s failures as a
father, which account in part for the deep sense of loss, disappointment and
trauma at the heart of Alibhai-Brown’s memoirs, are symbolized in his poor
appetite and his alcoholism.

If, as seen above, food delineates the boundaries between communities,
Alibhai-Brown also strives to show how it can act as a bridge between hith-
erto hostile groups. The Settler’s Cookbook in particular presents a variety
of recipes for Indian-African and Indian-European fusion food, as prod-
ucts of both necessity (the fact that the immigrants have had to adapt
to new environments with their unique produce) and a voluntary will to
greater integration across the boundaries of race, religion and class. Food in
Alibhai-Brown’s work could therefore be seen as implicated in what Charles
Taylor calls the “politics of recognition” (of otherness) within an ethic of
multiculturalism.?! If colonialism and religious rules have served to promote
food snobbery, thus deepening conflicts between communities by granting
them symbolic force, fusion-food serves as an index of adaptability, change
and inter-cultural accommodation.?? The most striking of the fusion foods
whose recipes Alibhai-Brown presents in her memoirs is “Matoke [plain-
tain, a longstanding Ugandan staple] with peanut curry” whose roots she
traces back to the initial encounter between Ugandan Africans and Indians
in the late nineteenth century (62). Another notable fusion recipe is that
for “Ngonja [a type of banana common in Uganda] in Coconut Cream,” in
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which the banana is cooked in rich coconut cream, and seasoned with car-
damom and nutmeg. Yet another was “the sanene, the green locusts [that]
swarmed the towns, twice a year...A few poor Asians would buy them
and then make them into a dry curry claiming that they tasted just like
small chicken’s legs” (No Place, 123-124). She observes that in the early
period of the Indian-African encounter, such “crossovers” were common,
but “became rarer when class and race hierarchies were codified under
colonialism” (Settler’s, 62). In the aftermath of the Ugandan expulsion, and
the scattering of the Indian communities in Britain, among other places,
Alibhai-Brown observes that what they “wanted more than anything else
was matoke, mogo [cassava] and mangoes, whatever the cost.” Food thus
becomes a way through which the expelled communities maintain a nostal-
gic connection with a place for which they have an ambivalent attachment.
The assimilation of African food, although having no snob value in a colo-
nial and post-colonial context in which the supposed inferiority of things
African is widely accepted, is used by Alibhai-Brown to show that the Indians
did not remain untouched by their African experience, thus confounding
myths of cultural and racial purity (No Place, 123). The same could be
said for Indian-European fusion food (key recipes being those for “Beef
Wellington”, “Chilli Steak”, and “Jena’s Shepherd Pie”), spiced-up versions
of “tastelessly English” fare, which the author uses to undermine myths of
English exceptionalism (Settler’s, 198).

One of the key narrators and protagonists in Jameela Siddiqi’s first novel
The Feast of the Nine Virgins is the daughter to a snobbish Indian expatriate
teacher in Pearl, Mrs Henara, who hates all things Indian apart from the cui-
sine. Named simply as “The Brat,” the young narrator-protagonist is strongly
drawn to the household of an Indian shop-keeping family, the Mohanjis,
who are famed for their stinginess in all matters except food, which they pre-
pare in plenty and offer to anyone who happens by. The Mohanjis fit neatly
into the stereotype of the Indian East Africans: the stingy dukawallahs (shop-
keeper) who care for little except material accumulation, a sense of family
honor and the welfare of their own people. It is said of such dukawallahs
by the movie producer in the novel that they “cared nothing for their own
history or literature” (Feast, 23), a reputation that many East African Indian
writers, starting with Bahadur Tejani, have tried to dispel. Indeed, the very
act of writing fiction by Indian East Africans, as in Siddiqi’s case, could be
seen as subversive of the general outlook of their communities. The title of
Siddiqi’s novel is derived from a practice, common among members of the
Ismaili faith and in East African Ismaili writing more specifically, in which a
woman, having received divine blessings, thanks God by organizing a feast
for nine or seven young girls whom she feeds lavishly (there is a similar scene
in Vassanji’s The Gunny Sack). The paradox in this particular case is that the
celebrant, Mohanji’s daughter the Widow, has no particular reason to cele-
brate, having had a string of misfortunes. Food in this multi-layered novel
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plays the following roles: a statement of diasporic nationalism, an index of
loss and nostalgia, an occasion for the enactment of cultural difference, a
leveler of social distinctions, and a means for conviviality.

If the running theme that connects the disparate plots of The Feast of the
Nine Virgins is the riddle of identity and belonging in the context of the
global Indian diaspora, the preparation of “Indian” food and its consump-
tion comes to stand for the ability of that diaspora to, in Amitav Ghosh'’s
terms, reproduce Indian culture in a variety of locations.?* This concern with
Indian cultural reproduction in the context of a global scattering is captured
in Siddiqi’s repeated reference to the popular Hindi film tune “ ‘Mera juta
hai Japani, yeh patlooni Inglistani’ (loved by the Pearlite Asians for its cru-
cial message that one’s attire could be from anywhere, but one’s heart was
essentially Hindustani)” (Feast, 145). In the novel, food and music repre-
sent a “Hindustani heart,” an irreducible minimum for a sense of India. The
sense of disrespect that Mrs Henara shows towards things Indian—she refers
to the shopkeepers as “these Indians” (144) while priding herself in her tol-
erance and cosmopolitanism—stops whenever it comes to food. She may
provoke the Asian communities of Pearl by her extravagant display of love
for black Pearlites, but her gastronomic tastes pull her right back into the
communal fold: “She was educated. She had a profession. She didn’t run
a shop. She only went to the shop to buy spices. Yes, spices, for however
European these Muhindis [Indians] might think they are, they never suc-
cumb to Europeanisation in matters of food. Indian food—the great uniter
of all classes” (47). The aroma of spices and condiments—“haldi, chill-
ies, dhaniya, all freshly hand-pounded in the backyard behind the shop”
(11)—not only refers to the assertive ways in which the diaspora occupies
urban space, but also of their ability to turn home—in its broadest sense
of a domestic habitus and a country or locale of belonging, imagined or
otherwise—into a portable artifact. Consider, for instance, the fond memory
that the Brat, discouraged by her mother from fraternizing with members
of a supposedly inferior class, continues to hold for the Mohanji household
even after a long period in exile from Pearl:

In spite of all his stinginess, there was a feeling of abundance in the
Mohanji household. I knew the weekly menu by heart, being a persis-
tent hanger-on. There was something magical about the Mohanji meals.
There was never a shortage of delicious food...To this day, as a tribute
to Mohanji’s memory, I detest the very concept of a dining table...any
number of guests or hangers on, like myself, could turn up unexpect-
edly and eat to their heart’s content, making no difference to the family
quota...It wasn't until I came to the West, many years later, and realised
how Europeans measure out everything and literally count every single
potato and pea, that I fully appreciated the Mohanji food magic...The
curries were always a bright, bright red—not through excessive use of
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tomatoes, but through dried red chillies that were freshly pounded at
home while still very red.
(Feast, 46)

Scenes of feasting in Pearl become, in the moment of exile, symbols for
a lost sense of conviviality and a sense of authenticity always under the
threat of European modernity and rationalization. Pear]l (Uganda) comes to
be understood as Eden, a lost paradise, a time before the loss of innocence
and organicity: “Not many five-year olds in the civilised western world of
Kenwood and Magi-mixes and enclosed kitchens, could ever boast of hav-
ing seen the birth of a samosa. I watched fascinated, as strips of pastry
were deftly transformed into equilateral triangles, filled and fried in boiling
karahis [frying pans] of oil” (123).

As in Alibhai-Brown’s memoirs, food in Siddiqi’s novel is a potent index
for cultural difference, dividing even as it unites. For instance, the comi-
cally haughty Indian classical musician, the Ustad, who is hired to compose
music for the movie under production in the novel, is known for his food
snobbery. Handed a dessert menu at an Indian restaurant in England, his
response is to ridicule the Bengali items on offer: “Ras Malai? No...these
Bengali sweets are just milk, milk and milk. Now I remember my mother’s
carrot halwa. I wish I could describe the taste to you...it was like...just like
Raag Kedar [a serious and contemplative type of Hindustani classical music|
on a cold night” (Feast, 169). At one level, the Ustad’s reaction to Bengali
desserts draws attention to the very artificiality of the notion of “Indian
cuisine,” which is here exposed as a generic term for a vast array of South
Asian culinary styles, some of them virtually unbridgeable. At another level,
it shows, as Appadurai has argued, that in an important sense the idea of
Indian cuisine is a product of transplanted or uprooted Indians “in search of
their culinary pasts.”?* It is for the latter reason that whereas the restaurant
is named by its owners as an “Indian” one, the Ustad, coming from India
itself, is more sensitive to regional variations within the country. In some
sense, then, pan-Indian food nationalism is a product of estrangement.

For the Ustad, culinary practices provide opportunities for ridiculing the
exotic other, especially westerners and Africans, in a manner similar to that
in Alibhai-Brown'’s The Settler’s Cookbook. The ridiculing of western tastes is
clearly expressed in his opinion as to what constitutes a properly prepared
cup of tea:

For the Ustad, tea bags were the second worst invention after condoms.
And whoever heard of adding cold, uncooked milk to a cup of tea? Milk
should always be cooked in the tea leaves. And it should boil furiously
and simmer for ages until it took a rich pinkish colour. The equivalent of
four spoons of sugar per cup should also be cooked in at the same time,
along with a whole cardamom and a generous pinch of salt.

(Feast, 170)
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Among the Pearl Asians in Siddiqi’s novel, the stereotype of black African
laziness is widespread, with the Asians attributing African indolence to
the natural bounty in the country, chief of which is bananas: “Useless
African fellows, stealing from the shop, and who knows, entertaining lust-
ful thoughts about their daughters as well. These Black guys had to be
watched—they couldn’t be trusted. Lazy as hell. They just sat around in
the sun laughing and talking and eating bananas” (14). These piquant jokes
about ethnic others not only express tussles over power in contexts struc-
tured by racial domination, but also reflect a desire to lighten the burden of
racial conflict through humor.

However, Siddiqi not only draws attention to white and African butts
of ethnic jokes, but also, for much of the novel, laughs at the foibles
of Indian communities in pre-expulsion Pearl, their contradictions, obses-
sions, insecurities and defeated desires. For instance, although the Brat's
mother (Mrs Henara) makes a constant show of her racial tolerance—on
one occasion wearing a busuti (a garment worn by Baganda women) to
the consternation of the blinkered dukawallahs—her treatment of black
Africans is inconsistent. The Brat, in her precocity, sees through the
mother’s hypocrisy when the latter insists that a black servant can-
not prepare a meal for an upper-caste temple singer on a visit to
Pearl:

Black hands cannot cook this kind of pure meal for a Brahman temple
singer ... ‘But you're not Brahman,’ I protest lamely knowing fully well
she’s going to say, ‘But I'm Indian,’ meaning she’s one up on Black. Being
Indian, even Indian Muslim, meant being one degree better than Black—
at least in the temple scheme of things.

(Feast, 204)

In spite of the restrictive culinary and gastronomic codes that govern the
relations between members of different races, castes, classes and faiths,
Siddiqi in her impish sense of humor draws attention to the final substance
in the food cycle—shit—regarding it as the great leveler of social distinctions.
It takes the juvenile, subversive vision of the Brat to arrive at this conclusion,
which poses a challenge to the mutual racial hatred which, in part, led to the
painful expulsion of the Pearl Asians:

Visiting the toilet in that house [the Mohanji house] was always an
adventure—both revolting and fascinating at the same time...In the
normal scheme of things there wasn’t much opportunity to study the
intricacies of human excrement...One of my favourite games was to try
and guess which shit belonged to which person. Shit, like blood, doesn’t
easily lend itself to that kind of analysis... A round world, supposedly
whizzing around, so many languages, so many skin-tones, so many
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people—Dukavalla-class, Mechanic-class, Upper class, Maths, Science,
Mosquito Servants, but why does shit always look like shit.
(Feast, 70)

The African servant—the much derided “Bhangi”—who is employed by the
Mohanjis to clean up human shit twice a day in the long-drop lavatory, turns
out in the end as the dictator who expels the Asians from Pearl. The Bhangi is
thus a fictionalization of General Idi Amin. Having acquired political power,
the Bhangi issues the order expelling the Asians in revenge for their mistreat-
ment of a woman he loves. As it turns out, the Bhangi has fallen in love with
Mohanji’s widowed daughter, known simply as the Widow. Upon her return
to the Mohanji household after the death of her husband, the Widow has
been exploited by her father, who employs her as a seamstress. To the cen-
tral question in The Feast of the Nine Virgins—“Where is anyone from these
days?” (1)—Siddiqi’s response is that the answer is not that important after
all, given that shit, like blood, is one of humanity’s irreducible minimums.
This vision of a common humanity is maintained by Siddiqgi even as she
turns a nostalgic eye to the specific times and places from which she feels
she has been painfully separated. This sense of separation is also the subject
of Vassanji’s No New Land, to which I now turn.

When a group of Indian East African immigrants arrive in Toronto in
M. G. Vassanji’s second novel No New Land, they are met by welcoming
committees of white Canadian Christians that provide them with clothes,
food and Bibles. The narrator observes, wryly, that this is to be expected,
given the popular assumption that people from Africa are “hungry pagans”
“suffering dreadful diseases like beriberi and kwashiorkor” (No New Land,
49). In order to claim a sense of distinctiveness and dignity as Indian East
Africans who belong to the Shamsi (Ismaili) sect of Islam in a context in
which they are assigned generic and degrading “Third World” identities—as
“hungry pagans” or “Pakis” (a pejorative term in British and Canadian con-
texts for South Asians)—the immigrants generally insist on their own dress
styles, cuisines and religion. Food in the novel, as elsewhere in Indian East
African writing, exceeds its basic function as a source of nourishment and
comes to stand for a sense of dignity and history for the immigrants in a
way that is at variance with the dominant image of Africa.

Indeed, the association of Africa with hunger and indignity is at the heart
of one of the most haunting passages in No New Land. In the passage, set
at a time before the migration to Canada, the main character Nurdin, a
Tanganyika-born Indian, and his black African friend Charles stumble upon
a group of starving villagers in the interior of newly independent Tanzania.
Nurdin and Charles, both salesmen of Bata shoes, periodically travel from
the relative affluence of the capital city Dar es Salaam to the rural hinter-
lands where the disturbing scene takes place. Nurdin recalls the encounter
from the vantage point of Toronto, where he has been compelled to move
by the economic and political reforms initiated by the new government of
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independent Tanzania. The picture conjured in Nurdin’s memory of the
episode, one in which hungry Africans are prominent, is a familiar one,
especially after the much-publicized Ethiopian famine of the mid-1980s:

He and Charles had cooked some maizemeal and beans under an
ancient tree, and while eating, quiet and absorbed, something had
made them both look up. They saw an eerie sight that shattered their
peace, that sent a shiver up Nurdin’s spine. They were being watched.
Some fifty yards away stood a group of people, black people in rags, in
loose formation ... Thin, emaciated, the women with sagging breasts and
exhausted looks; the children with flies buzzing around their noses, eye-
lids, and sores; old, pathetic grey-haired men shorn of all dignity—all
patiently waiting ... The area was suffering a drought, he recalled. (170)

The scene is important for it is one of the very few times that Nurdin refers
in any detail to his encounters with the realities of Tanzania beyond the
affairs of his own urban-based Indian community. In a way that generally
reflects the views of the Shamsi sect of Islam to which he belongs, he sees in
food an index of difference, one that separates him from the black villagers
and their world. Food not only comes to mark his racial and religious status
as an Indian Muslim, it also brings into sharp focus the fact of his location
as a member of an urban middle class in a largely poor country. However,
his relocation to Canada threatens to disturb his sense of his place in the
world, cultivated through the symbolism of food, among other factors. The
very cuisine that would have marked him in East Africa as a member of an
affluent community in Canada comes to be regarded as the sort of exotica
that he and his family needs to give up if they are to become fully Canadian.
The very things that spoke of his high status in East Africa now come to
stand for inferiority in a new land in which his history is collapsed with that
of the “Third World” as a whole.

The drama of Nurdin’s social decomposition—he wonders in the novel
when “he [began] to rot” (No New Land, 82)—is set in motion by a num-
ber of factors that attend to his attempt to make a successful crossing from
his African past to his Canadian present. One of these factors is the over-
whelming sense of guilt that he feels, having entertained desires that his
dead father—a strict Muslim—would have disapproved. It is instructive that
food and drink are an important part of the forbidden pleasures to which
Nurdin is attracted in Toronto, as he finds himself caught between his old life
in Fast Africa and his presence in Canada. His social decomposition—a result
of his attempts to enact a crossing from the old world to a new land—is cap-
tured aptly through gastronomical tropes. He would like to immerse himself
in Canada—a land about which the Shamsi had elaborate dreams even when
they were still in Africa—but is equally anxious about the potential loss of
cultural anchoring that migration poses: “Nurdin felt a certain foreboding,
felt vaguely that he was making a crossing, that there would be no
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return” (33). When his Indo-Guyanese friend Romesh, who has no dietary
scruples, introduces him to alcohol, pork-sausage and pornography, these
come to symbolize to Nurdin a sense of his own irreversible displacement:

Even before he had finished swallowing it [pork sausage], as it was going
down his gullet, everything inside him was echoing the aftertaste, crying,
‘Foreign, foreign.” Yet it did nothing to him...The pig, they said, was
the most beastly of beasts. It ate garbage and faeces, even its babies, it
copulated freely, was incestuous. Wallowed in muck. Eat pig and become
a beast. Slowly, the bestial traits—cruelty and promiscuity, in one word,
godlessness—overcame you. And you became, morally, like them.

The Canadians (No New Land, 127).

As his highly reflective friend Nanji reminds him, “once you’ve had it,
the first time, tasted that taste so distinct you cannot cheat yourself,
you are no longer the same man” (129). Gastronomic choice in this
instance has a profound ontological significance, not only distinguishing
the Shamsi immigrants from “the Canadians,” but also symbolizing the
process of estrangement that Nurdin undergoes as he attempts to effect
a spiritual crossing from one land to another. To eat pork is symbolically
to become another kind of human being altogether, a translated man,
a beast.

However, Nurdin’s social death does not mean that all the Shamsi immi-
grants in Toronto accept the fact of their displacement. Many of them,
indeed, make elaborate attempts to recreate in Toronto the social textures
and material cultures of their past African lives, a strategy of social repro-
duction that contradicts their desire to find a “new land” in Canada. For
instance, Nurdin’s wife Zera, invites an old Muslim cleric from Dar es Salaam,
named simply as Missionary, so that he may help the Shamsi immigrants
survive what she considers the heathen environment of Toronto. Zera’s mis-
sion of religious revival is accompanied by the immigrants’ obsessive transfer
of cuisines from their old homelands to their new Canadian homes. Con-
sider, for instance, the following description of the apartment block in which
Nurdin and his family live:

Whatever one thinks of the smells, it must be conceded that the inhab-
itants of Sixty-nine eat well. Chappatis and rice, vegetable, potato,
and meat curries cooked the Goan, Madrasi, Hyderabadi, Gujarati, and
Punjabi ways, channa the Caribbean way, fou-fou the West African way.
Enough to make a connoisseur out of a resident, but a connoisseur of
smells only because each group clings jealously to its own cuisine.

(No New Land, 65)

Just as in Alibhai-Brown’s The Settler’s Cookbook and Siddiqi’s The Feast of
the Nine Virgins, food aromas in No New Land are means for the assertive
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occupation of space by immigrants. To infuse the air of a city to which one
has newly arrived with the aromas of another land is to state that one will
belong in the city on one’s own terms and not slavishly do as the Romans
do. Nonetheless, there are in No New Land immigrants who yearn for belong-
ing in terms set by their “hosts” and who therefore “find the smells simply
embarrassing” (64). For such immigrants, the transplantation of cultural bag-
gage by the Shamsis is an impediment to social integration. Against the
simple logic that sets cultural assimilation against the ideal of cultural sep-
aratism, Vassanji’s novel invites us to a complex cultural argument, one in
which the immigrants’ obsession with cultural conservation is itself a sign
of their radical displacement. The Shamsis in No New Land may attempt
to recreate Dar es Salaam in Toronto through the agency of Indian East
African cuisines, but “[t]heir Dar, however close they tried to make it to
the original, was not quite the same” (No New Land, 171). In their inability
to produce carbon copies of their ancestral homelands, they embody Stuart
Hall’s argument that “Migration is a one way trip. There is no ‘home’ to go
back to.”?

Indian East African writers have taken a common aspect of material
culture—food—and turned it into a powerful figure for exploring the joys
and tribulations of being immigrants and refugees. In spite of the minor dif-
ferences in their approach to the subject, the three writers given treatment
in this chapter all show that although diasporic Indian cuisine lends itself as
an instrument for the imagining of discrete communities, its consumption
in multicultural contexts and its inevitable transformation lend to it a dif-
ferent kind of meaning: a means for imagining cross-cultural amity. Against
the background of double-migrations—from India to Africa, and from Africa
to North America and Britain—“food and food memories offer simultane-
ously a means of connection to particular places and people.”?® Food is thus
an important means of accessing history as well as the substance of that
history—a way of living “with the whiff of elsewhere here.”*



4

Imaging Africa, Making “Asians”

Ethnicity and race have occupied a key role in the socio-political struggles
that have occurred in East Africa during the colonial and post-independence
periods. However, within the atmosphere of the self-consciously secular and
nationalist tradition of intellectual work in post-independence East Africa,
there has been a reluctance to discuss ethnicity in any sustained manner.
In fact, when ethnicity is raised as a topic for discussion, more often than
not, it is viewed as something to be condemned rather than to be under-
stood or explained. The indifferent or hostile attitudes that Africanists have
taken in regard to ethnicity is best summed up by Leroy Vail who argues that
they have generally been caught in the thrall of nation-building rhetoric,
a perspective from which ethnicity is seen as retrogressive and divisive.!
Understandably attracted to the promise of modernization and progress,
such commentators have seen in ethnicity an obstacle to Africa’s forward-
march, a form of false consciousness and a relic of colonial “divide and rule”
tactics. In this quest for progress, it has all too often been forgotten that eth-
nicity is not necessarily a primordial residue, but a relatively recent, artificial,
modern phenomenon, and that to turn away from it in embarrassment is to
ignore a key component of modern African history.> Notwithstanding the
real dangers that ethnicity poses, the reluctance to speak about it in any
other terms but condemnatory ones has deflected attention from the fact
that it is but a way of understanding and staking claims to the world. Within
East Africa, some of the most acrimonious debates about race and ethnicity
have been around “the Indian question,” the century-long debate about the
place of the Asian diaspora in the region.

This chapter examines the writings of M. G. Vassanji, Peter Nazareth and
Bahadur Tejani, and discusses how the images of Africa in their works are a
window into the historical production of race and ethnicity. I begin from the
premise that although modern stereotyping and the more general represen-
tational labor that goes with it cannot fully account for ethnicity and race,
it is an important aspect of their constitution and therefore merits atten-
tion. As Indians and Africans encountered each other, in colonial contexts
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fraught with tension and competition (and also much exchange), so did
they try to grapple with the new predicament by describing themselves in
relation to one another, and the places with which they were coming into
contact. Charles Sarvan, for instance, has written about how African writers
have depicted Asians, in settings as varied as the slum yards of apartheid
South Africa and the market villages of central Kenya.® Although he does
not address himself to this, such representations of the Asians have played
an important role in constituting the Africans as a people, as distinct people.
For instance, the Indian traders of Marabastad, in Ezekiel Mphahlele’s Down
Second Avenue, in all their perceived aloofness from the suffering of African
peoples, act as a background against which the author imagines a new racial
consciousness in the face of modern dislocation. This fabrication of a new
consciousness in the slum yards is done with the Other in mind, hence its
negative orientation, and hence Sarvan’s urge to distance himself from it.
He therefore concerns himself with correcting the negative stereotyping of
the Asian African diaspora, but pays little attention to why the writers in
question would want to produce the particular images of the diaspora and,
in turn, of their own communities. The end result is that the production of
ideologies of race and ethnicity begins to seem like a perversion, a pathol-
ogy about which the less said the better. Stereotype ceases to be a category
for knowledge, but is only discussed in order to be dismissed. Its discursive
function is not considered beyond the casual observation that it is a form of
scapegoating, a substitute for the hard work that needs to be undertaken if
a prosperous nation, and a harmonious multiethnic and multi-racial society
is to be built. There is, of course, much that is true about such a position,
but it is evidently also a form of avoidance. If stereotyping is simply a way of
“making scapegoats of racial minorities than in undertaking painful recon-
struction,” why is it that stereotyping is also so markedly evident in Indian
representations of Africa and Africans?* Understandably apprehensive about
negative images of Asian Africans in the post-independence period, Sarvan
seems to forget that there is a long history to Asian images of Africans, which
have served an important function in the production of diasporic Asian
identities. Given the uneven development within colonial territories, privi-
leged groups would mobilize along ethnic and racial lines in order to justify
and perpetuate privilege, in the same manner that underprivileged commu-
nities would invoke ethnicity to contest their exclusion. Even in the case of
groups that had done relatively well in the new capitalist order, ethnicity
provided a comforting sense of community in the face of atomization and
radical displacement.’ Against the best wishes of a liberal conscience, eth-
nicity continues to have a currency in the post-independence period, and
it is not adequate to treat it as an aberration that is doomed to disappear.
Beyond the impulse for disapproval is the need for greater understanding
of the actual processes through which ethnicity is engineered and imaged
into being.
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This chapter focuses on the depiction of Africans in the literature of the
Asian diaspora of Fast Africa and considers the role that this plays in the
invention of notions of Asianness in the African context. Although it would
be unhelpful simply to assume that the diaspora only developed ethnic and
racial consciousness upon their arrival in East Africa, it is important to recog-
nize that historical conditions in East Africa played a role in the creation of
Asian identities different from anything in the Indian sub-continent itself.
Indeed, in the East African diaspora, an omnibus Indian or Asian identity
would acquire a kind of weight that would not be possible in the sub-
continent itself. This consciousness of difference was not merely foisted on
the diaspora from without, but was also fashioned from within in response
to historical adversities. To the European colonizers and African national-
ists who inveighed against the “Asiatic menace” the diaspora responded by
mobilizing Indian identity through organizations such as the East African
Indian Congress. This chapter considers how the diaspora actively imagines
itself as a community by marking out its borders in relation to the “African
Other” in the works of Moyez Vassanji, Bahadur Tejani and Peter Nazareth.
A word of caution, though: I read the texts primarily as a window into the
historical contexts about which the writers reflect, and only secondarily as
bearers of the writers’ world-views. I do this primarily because the works
of these writers are informed by a marked sense of ideological indetermi-
nacy, making it impossible to grant any particular view a dominant place
within their writing. Vassanji, Nazareth and Tejani operate in an ironical
mode, which enables them to be both insiders and outsiders in relation to
the diasporic Asian communities whose lives they narrate.

Commenting on Vassanji's The Gunny Sack, Amin Malak notes that “a
stark cleavage” exists “between the native Africans and the Asian-Africans.”®
Sarvan has also noted this sense of separateness in his study on ethnicity
and alienation in East African Asian writing.” Within the fictional world of
the literature, this sense of racial separation is fortified through a number of
symbolic practices in which the characters engage. It is precisely through
such symbolic mediation that specific ideological positions on economic
and political issues are articulated and then popularly accepted. However,
what form does this mediation take? What are the cultural codes through
which these important partisan meanings are transmitted? Perhaps the most
crucial of such symbolic practices revolve around the development of what
Anne McClintock calls the “cult of domesticity.”® The development of this
ideology, whose echoes are indeed found in the Asian diaspora depicted in
the literature, entails the invention of exclusivist, and often anxious, under-
standings of the home. In this ideology, domestic spaces (as racial, ethnic,
national or familial enclaves) are conceived as inviolable private domains, to
be defended from the strange world outside, which in turn has to be domes-
ticated in order to be rid of its disturbing otherness. McClintock makes a
further point that within British imperialism the ideology of domesticity
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involved the usage of the iconography of gender as its central trope. A similar
process occurs among the Asian African diaspora that Vassanji and Nazareth
write. It is precisely through the figure of the woman that the diaspora
depicted in the literature defines its own frontiers, the woman'’s transgres-
sion of such strictures becoming the cardinal threat to what Vassanji calls
the “khandaanity” (the family-ness) of the patriarchy (The Gunny Sack, 68).
The character of the Indian, Shamsi, or Goan woman defines the diaspora’s
sense of its own cultural boundedness. Generally, the language used in high-
lighting racial and ethnic boundaries in the literature takes a sexual slant,
marking sexuality as a terrain for inscribing difference. Sexual desire and its
management thus act as signs of racial and ethnic power.

At the center of the institution of the family (which is the basic social
unit through which the community reproduces itself and which provides
the key element in the rhetoric of domesticity) are women, whose symbolic
significance is emphasized in inverse proportion to their actual autonomy or
social power. The discourse of domesticity is further fortified by notions such
as purity, honor and shame that govern gender, caste and racial relations in
the texts. A key focus of the ideology of domesticity is the body, whose rela-
tion with other bodies is closely regulated, to forestall the risk of disturbing
racial and ethnic boundaries. This concern with the body is mostly directed
at women, whose basic role is defined as that of ensuring that the commu-
nity reproduces itself in both a cultural and biological sense. Those who lie
outside the limits of the community are often perceived as posing a threat
to the sense of continuity that the women represent. In consequence, the
outsiders, primarily the Africans, are represented in ways that reinforce the
ideology of separateness.

The narrators of Vassanji and Nazareth’s prose-fiction echo Orientalist
procedures of describing non-Western societies. Although his exoticized
descriptions of the African continent could simply be a way of capturing
“the spirit of times past,” Salim Juma (or “Kala,” meaning “black”), who nar-
rates Vassanji’s The Gunny Sack, seems to be very implicated in the language
of imperialism that he excoriates and tries to transcend by a discourse of
multiculturalism. His relationship with the African landscape, although dif-
ferent, is not marked by a fundamental departure from that of V. S. Naipaul’s
Salim in A Bend in The River which is one of his intertexts.® Just like it does for
Naipaul’s Salim, Africa for Vassanji’s Salim fundamentally oscillates between
the image of its terror to newcomers and a sense of the continent’s femi-
nine vulnerability that calls for its domination by a superior foreign male.
The narrator of Nazareth’s In a Brown Mantle, Deogratius D’Souza, on his
part figures Africans as sexually liberated beings. In his search for release in
the “pulsating universe” of Africa, as he calls it, he seems not to recognize
the exploitation involved in that very process. In this sense, D’Souza is a lot
like Keval, the protagonist of Jagjit Singh’s play “Sweet Scum of Freedom,”
who is similarly oblivious of how his apparently transgressive visitations to
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African prostitutes only reinforce the logic of racialism that he deplores in
the post-independence African elite.'® As an allegory of race, Keval’s rela-
tionship with the prostitutes buttresses the patriarchal colonial discourse of
a feminized, submissive Africa.

Although I borrow from Edward Said’s concept of “Orientalism” to explain
the particular narrative paradigm in which Africa emerges as dark, irra-
tional, sensual and violent—“Africanism” is perhaps a better word—it is
important to make some qualifications about its applicability in this case
since the European-Middle Eastern relations to which Said refers are dif-
ferent from the Indian-African interaction depicted in East African Asian
writing.!! Orientalism as Said describes it is “the corporate institution for
dealing with the Orient—dealing with it by making statements about it,
authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over
it: in short...a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having
authority over the Orient.”!? The Orient that is produced in such a process
relies very little on the Orient itself, but on the displacement and exclu-
sion of the voices of those thus interpellated as Orientals; indeed, such a
figure of the Orient and the Oriental is not “a delivered presence, but a re-
presence, or a representation.”!® Orientalism marks the ascendancy of the
European imagination over an Orient which therefore provides the basis
upon which a sense of European identity is established—negatively. Said
sees in Orientalism the “universal practice of designating in one’s mind a
familiar space which is ‘ours’ and an unfamiliar space beyond ‘ours’ which
is ‘theirs’.”!* But, if the practice of Othering is universal, what then makes
Orientalism worthy of note? Imperialism, so Said argues, enabled Europeans
to entrench their imaginary geographies about other places and peoples
through powerful institutions, such as the means of disseminating infor-
mation, the control of land and the use of military power on a vast scale.
Using the term “Orientalism” to describe diasporic Indian representations
of Africa therefore comes with risks, for the Asian Africans never quite had
the control over Africans that the Europeans have had over the Middle East.
Unlike Arab aristocracies, which historically ruled East African coastal city-
states, the Indians at no time controlled any parts of East Africa militarily,
save for the early colonial period when the British deployed small detach-
ments of Indian soldiers to quell rebellions. Unlike the European colonizers
of East Africa, Indians have never had control over vast pieces of land in East
Africa; indeed, even in pre-colonial Zanzibar where they wielded consider-
able influence, the land was owned by Omani aristocrats. Due to the relative
weakness of the Indian hold over the means for disseminating information—
established bodies of scholarship, schools, newspapers, publishing houses,
etc.—any images of Africa that the immigrants devised could never quite
attain a hegemonic status. What then is the logic of these images? Do they
fall in the realm of wish-fulfillment, comforting myths that enable the immi-
grants to imagine themselves in relation to black Africans? Is the imaginary
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geography of Africa inscribed in such images a strategy for domesticating
an unfamiliar world in the universal sense to which Said alludes, or does it
have a specific function that requires elaboration? Are the images indicative
of the fears that the immigrants have about East Africa? In purveying these
images, are the immigrants simply regurgitating in a passive way European
colonialist discourse, or do the images serve the particular interests of their
communities? Should they be read instrumentally as indicators of class or
political interest, or should their relative autonomy as aesthetic categories
be acknowledged? Whatever the answers one might provide to such ques-
tions, it is clear that the exoticized images of Africa are limited, not because
they mis-cognize African realities, but because they run a detour around
what Africans have to say about themselves. Exotic images of darkness,
violence and excessive sensuality displace the actual complexity of local
experiences and histories. The production of an Indian identity in this sense
thus depends on the silencing of the Other whose character and history is
reduced to a fixed set of images.Yet, to accept that the negative production
of Africa was an inevitable historical process is not adquate, for to do so
would be to dismiss the possibility of positive knowledge of the continent
by the migrants. Indians and Africans were never fated to know each other
only through myth. In keeping with this view, the test for a work of art deal-
ing with the African-Indian encounter is whether it manages to point to the
possibility of knowledge beyond the evasions implicit in flattened, mythical
portraits of the Other, or whether it succumbs to the mystifications produced
within the colonial situation to rationalize domination.

I am not arguing that the descriptive acts, which I delineate in this chapter,
have their provena